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Wilfrid Laurier University 

Waterloo, Ontario 

 

FS245: Documentary Film 

Fall 2020 

 

Dr. Mark Terry 

Office Hours: Thursdays, 4:00 pm to 5:00 pm 

E-mail: mterry@wlu.ca  

 

The Department acknowledges that we are on the traditional territory of 

the Neutral, Anishnawbe and Haudenosaunee peoples. 

 

 

Course Description 

A study of the Documentary Film as an instrument of social change. This course will examine the 

history and the theory of the non-fiction genre of film with particular attention to how it has been 

used by filmmakers to inform policy and how governments have used it to improve the societies 

they govern. We will explore approaches and techniques used to achieve these social reform goals 

by studying the work of Bill Nichols, Michael Renov, and Juan Francisco Salazar, among others 

(theory) as well as Dziga Vertov, Robert Flaherty, and the National Film Board of Canada, among 

others (filmmakers). 

 

Course Objectives 
 

• to develop knowledge and critical understanding of the key concepts of documentary 

filmmaking; 

• to increase the ability to gather, review, evaluate, and interpret information; communicate 

verbally and in writing; 

• to understand how the documentary film is used as an influential communications tool for 

social issue activism. 

  

mailto:mterry@wlu.ca
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Required Test: 

Terry, Mark. The Geo-Doc: Geomedia, Documentary Film, and Social Change. London: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2020. ISBN 978-3-030-32507-7 (hardcover, Bookstore) or ISBN 978-3-030-32508-4 

(eBook)  

 

Required Readings (RR) on My Learning Space: 

• Morris, Peter, Embattled Shadows: A History of Canadian Cinema, 1895 – 1939. Montreal 

and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1978. Print. Pages 29-39. 

• Nichols, Bill. Introduction to Documentary (Third Edition). Bloomington and Indianapolis: 

Indiana University Press, 2017. Print. Pages 137-149. 

• Renov, Michael, ed. “Towards a Poetic of Documentary”, Theorizing Documentary. Los 

Angeles: The American Film Institute, 1993. Print. Pages 25-35. 

• Salazar, Juan Francisco, “Anticipatory Modes of Futuring Planetary Change in Documentary 

Film”, Alexandra Juhasz, Alisa Lebow (eds), A Companion to Contemporary Documentary 

Film. Oxford: Wiley, 2015. Print. Pages 43-49. 

• Nash, Kate. “Clicking on the World: Documentary Representation and Interactivity”, New 

Documentary Ecologies: Emerging Platforms, Practices and Discourses. Kate Nash, Craig 

Hight, Catherine Summerhayes (eds). New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014. Pages 50-66. 

• Gaudenzi, Sandra. The Living Documentary: From Representing Reality to Co-creating 

Reality in Digital Interactive Documentary. Doctoral thesis, Goldsmiths, University of 

London. Pages 176-182. 

• “Reading Time”, Soft Cinematic Hypertext (Other Literacies), Adrian Miles. Pages 65-69. 

• Hughes, Helen. Analysis of The Youth Climate Report GIS Project. Surrey: University of 

Surrey, 2017. 

 

Required Films (available to view remotely by clicking on the 

hyperlinked titles) 

• Nanook of the North (Robert Flaherty, 1922) 

• A Sixth Part of the World (Dziga Vertov, 1926) 

• The Man with a Movie Camera (Dziga Vertov, 1929) 

• Churchill’s Island (Stuart Legg, 1941) 

• Introduction to Fogo Island (Colin Low, 1968) 

• Grey Gardens (Albert Maysles, David Maysles, Ellen Hovde, Muffie Meye, 1976) 

• Chasing Ice (Jeff Orlowski, 2012) 

https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/ef43/6a4737fa0e09f30b3b5e82bb3d350828ba67.pdf
https://futurecinemaproject.com/book-reviews
https://youtu.be/RToqnIIR2Sk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NAwZM177zRg&t=2841s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cGYZ5847FiI&t=2s
https://www.nfb.ca/film/churchills_island
https://www.nfb.ca/film/introduction_to_fogo_island/
https://youtu.be/fdWp0N1pdeg
https://www.filmsforaction.org/watch/chasing-ice-2012/
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• The Plow That Broke the Plains (Pare Lorentz, 1936) 

• If You Love This Planet (Terre Nash, 1982) 

• The Antarctica Challenge: A Global Warning (Mark Terry, 2009) 

• Plastic Bag (Ramin Bahrani, 2009) 

• Terra Nova: Sinfonia Antarctica (DJ Spooky, 2009) 

• Waters of Death (James Grant Goldin, 2009) 

 

Required Interactive Documentary Film Projects (Available 

Online): 

• Offshore (Brenda Longfellow, 2013)  

• The Documentary Film World (Mark Terry, 2017) 

• The Youth Climate Report GIS Project (Mark Terry, 2015) 

• Highrise (Katerina Cizek, 2009) 

 

 

Weekly Schedule 

Please Note: All classes will be both asynchronous and synchronous. The asynchronous portion 

will be uploaded on the weekend prior to each week. All classes will be synchronous via Zoom 

each week Thursdays at 2:30 pm. 

 

September 10  Welcome & Overview 

  Students will be introduced to the course with an overview of  

documentary film and the role it has played as an instrument of social 

change on environmental issues. A summary of the content of the course, 

its aims and objectives, and assignments will also be covered. 

Reading: Course Syllabus. 

 

September 17  History 

An examination of the origins of non-fiction film and how it came to be used 

to influence large numbers of people will be presented. Beginning in Canada 

in 1897, the work of James Freer will be studied to see how film impacted 

on the federal government’s promotional plans to stimulate immigration.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hzaV5FdZMUQ
https://www.nfb.ca/film/if_you_love_this_planet/
https://youtu.be/9Im2O6dzpUE
https://vimeo.com/144928861
https://youtu.be/zJ7Y7GzxWZM
https://vimeo.com/316196294
http://offshore-interactive.com/
https://www.google.com/maps/d/u/0/edit?mid=1dJWzcyud63ntYDr9nt5sfobJ4v-neE6y&ll=2.6095308645828936%2C0&z=2
https://www.google.com/maps/d/u/0/edit?mid=13sPbdmhKOFINj9WsPllhmN_rAaHdhncV&ll=4.981709170596268%2C0&z=2
http://highrise.nfb.ca/
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Reading: Morris, Peter, Embattled Shadows: A History of Canadian Cinema, 

1895 – 1939. Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1978. 

Print. Pages 29-39. 

 

September  24  Ethnographic Storytelling: Nanook of the North / A Sixth Part of the World 

  Robert Flaherty’s look at the life of the Inuit in Arctic Canada is often  

referred to as the world’s first documentary feature film despite two other 

documentary features films being made and released before it: Land of the 

Head Hunters (1914), Among the Cannibal Isles of the South Pacific (1918) 

and The Romance of the Far Fur Country (1919). All three films were made 

before Nanook and Flaherty’s film introduces suspicions in the depiction of 

the truth for the documentary film with certain staged scenes. Its filmmaker 

defended his actions by saying “Sometimes you have to lie to tell the truth”. 

Vertov’s A Sixth Part of the World also looks at indigenous people in the 

Arctic – the Evenks, Udege, Ulchs, and Nanai in Russia – with a very different 

perspective. 

Pre-Lecture Film: Nanook of the North (1922), Robert Flaherty, 79 minutes. 

Pre-Lecture Film: A Sixth Part of the World (1926), Dziga Vertov, 75 minutes. 

QUIZ 1 

 

October 1  Truth: “Kinopravda”: Russian Documentary Filmmaking 

Kinopravda (film truth) was the idealistic goal of Russian documentary 

pioneer Dziga Vertov. In working for the state, he created films that were 

not altered or staged in any way. His most successful work, Man with a 

Movie Camera, exemplified this ideal and is considered by many the 

greatest film ever made. 

Pre-Lecture Film: The Man with a Movie Camera (1929), Dziga Vertov. 80 

minutes.  

ESSAY ASSIGNED (Due Date: November 19, 2020, 11:59 pm) 

 

October 8  Government Use: The National Film Board of Canada 

  Founded in 1939 with John Grierson as its first head, the NFB carved a  

path of documentary filmmaking specifically designed to improve society. 

Sometimes, it veered off into the dangerous waters of propaganda, but the 

artistic approach to social justice agendas yielded some impressive results, 

theories, and technologies. 

Reading: Terry, Mark. “The Controversial Vision and Influence of John  
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Grierson,” The Geo-Doc: Geomedia, Documentary Film, and Social Change. 

London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2020. Print. Pages 42-47. 

Pre-Lecture Film: Churchill’s Island (1941), Stuart Legg. 22 minutes. 

Pre-Lecture Film: Introduction to Fogo Island (1968), Colin Low. 16 minutes. 

QUIZ 2 

 

October 12-16  Thanksgiving and Reading Week [no classes] 

 

October 22  Theory 1: The Seven Modes of Documentary Filmmaking 

According to documentary film scholar Bill Nichols, there exists seven 

modes of documentary filmmaking: Participatory, Poetic, Performative, 

Observational, Reflexive, Expository, and Interactive. Each will be discussed 

from the perspective of social change effectiveness. Examples from 

documentary films of each mode will be presented. 

Reading: Nichols, Bill. Introduction to Documentary (Third Edition).  

Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2017. Print. Pages 

137-149. 

Pre-Lecture Film: Grey Gardens (1976), Directors: Albert Maysles, David 

Maysles, Ellen Hovde, Muffie Meyer. 100 minutes. 

 

October 29  Theory 2: The Five Functions of Documentary Film 

As identified by documentary film theorist Michael Renov, there are four 

core functions of the documentary film: to record, reveal, or preserve; to 

persuade or promote; to analyze or interrogate; to express. Each will be 

examined from the perspective of social change effectiveness. A new 

addition to these functions proposed by documentary scholar Juan 

Francisco Salazar – Anticipatory Storytelling – will be introduced. 

Reading 1: Renov, Michael, ed. “Towards a Poetic of Documentary”, 

Theorizing Documentary. Los Angeles: The American Film Institute, 1993. 

Print. Pages 25-35. 

Reading 2: Salazar, Juan Francisco, “Anticipatory Modes of Futuring 

Planetary Change in Documentary Film”, Alexandra Juhasz, Alisa Lebow 

(eds), A Companion to Contemporary Documentary Film. Oxford: Wiley, 

2015. Print. Pages 43-49. 

Pre-Lecture Film: Chasing Ice (2012). Jeff Orlowski. 76 minutes. 

QUIZ 3 
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November 5  Propaganda: The Plow That Broke the Plains / If You Love This Planet 

Upon seeing the success of government-run film studios in Canada, the US 

government decided to try to do the same. They hired a film critic out of 

New York to make a film about when uncontrolled agricultural farming led 

to the Dust Bowl. The Plow That Broke the Plains did not receive the same 

reception as government films in Canada did. In 1982, Terre Nash filmed a 

lecture given by Dr. Helen Caldicott on the dangers of nuclear warfare. The 

simple, yet moving documentary short film won the Academy Award that 

year despite being labelled as propaganda by the United States government.  

Pre-Lecture Film: The Plow That Broke the Plains (1936), Pare Lorentz, 28 

minutes. 

Pre-Lecture Film: If You Love This Planet (1982), Terre Nash. 26 minutes. 

 

November 12  Digital: Unique Affordances for Documentary Film 

This week, we will examine how the unique affordances of the digital 

domain in terms of production, engagement, and dissemination can be used 

to enhance the documentary film’s ability to influence social change. 

Reading 1: Nash, Kate. “Clicking on the World: Documentary Representation 

and Interactivity”, New Documentary Ecologies: Emerging Platforms, 

Practices and Discourses. Kate Nash, Craig Hight, Catherine Summerhayes 

(eds). New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014. Pages 50-66. 

Reading 2: Gaudenzi, Sandra. The Living Documentary: From Representing 

Reality to Co-creating Reality in Digital Interactive Documentary. Doctoral 

thesis, Goldsmiths, University of London.  

Pages 176-182. 

Pre-Lecture Film Project: Offshore (2013). Brenda Longfellow. Interactive. 

ESSAY DUE  

QUIZ 4 

 

November 19  Ecocinema 

Formerly known as the environmental documentary, ecocinema 

distinguishes itself by incorporating semiotic storytelling techniques to 

engage its audiences subconsciously. It does this with cinematic and 

narrative approaches such as time distortion (slow motion, time-lapse 

photography), anthropomorphism, irony and humour, and many more. 
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Reading: Terry, Mark. “Ecocinema and Semiotic Storytelling,” The Geo-Doc: 

Geomedia, Documentary Film, and Social Change. London: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2020. Print. Pages 89-110. 

Pre-Lecture Film: The Antarctica Challenge (2009), Mark Terry, 52 minutes. 

ESSAY DUE TODAY 

 

November 26  New Forms: Multilinear and Database 

How does “visible volume” re-invent the documentary? By giving the 

audience the choice of which film fragments to see in the order they 

choose, are filmmakers surrendering control of their messaging or 

empowering the audience to join the conversation? 

Reading: “Reading Time”, Soft Cinematic Hypertext (Other Literacies),  

Adrian Miles. Pages 65-69. 

Pre-Lecture Film Project: The Documentary Film World, director, Mark 

Terry, York University, 2017. Interactive. 

 

December 3  Geomedia: GIS Mapping and the Geo-Doc 

As a platform for film presentation, the Geographic Information System is a 

relatively new concept. The Geo-Doc a remediation for documentary 

filmmaking incorporating GIS technologies. Both will be examined through a 

lens of global social change. 

Reading 1: Terry, Mark. “The Geo-Doc: A Locative Approach to Remediating 

the Genre,” The Geo-Doc: Geomedia, Documentary Film, and Social Change. 

London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2020. Print.  

Pages 163-187. 

Reading 2: Hughes, Helen. Analysis of The Youth Climate Report GIS Project. 

Surrey: University of Surrey, 2017. Pages 1-4. 

Pre-Lecture Film Project: The Youth Climate Report GIS Project, director, 

Mark Terry, United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, 

2015. Interactive. 

QUIZ 5 
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Course Evaluation  
Quiz 1: 9% (September 24) 

Essay: 40% (Assigned October 1; due November 19) 

Quiz 2: 9% (October 8) 

Quiz 3: 9% (October 29) 

Quiz 4: 9% (November 12) 

Quiz 5: 9% (December 3) 

Class participation: 15% (attendance 5%; preparation of comments/questions 5%; participation 

group discussions 5%) 

 

Weekly Quizzes (5 x 9% each = 45%) 

The quizzes in this course will not only test your knowledge of the material taught up to the date 

of each quiz, but will also evaluate your ability to perform comparative and critical analyses of 

selected texts, both written and filmed. Some questions may require independent research to 

provide examples outside of course materials. 

 

Essay (40%) 

Students will write a 1,000-word essay based on one of three suggested topics. The essay will be 

evaluated based on the student’s ability to form a thesis statement (10%) and defend it in an 

argument demonstrating their critical thinking skills (20%). The ability to employ APA citation 

style, both in-text and in the Works Cited section of their paper, will also be graded (5%). 

Adherence to prescribed formatting as well as spelling and grammar will complete the grading 

evaluation (5%). 

 

Class Participation (15%) 

Attending the weekly classes and demonstrating familiarity and comprehension of the assigned 

readings, screenings and lecture will comprise the evaluation of this component of the course. 

Students will be expected to come prepared with either a question or comments of the assigned 

readings, screenings and lecture and contribute to class discussion on these subjects to 

demonstrate their analytical and critical understanding of the course’s texts. The breakdown of 

evaluation is as follows: attendance 5%; preparation of comments/questions 5%; participation in 

group discussions 5%. 
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Online Etiquette 

When we interact online instead of face-to-face, it’s easy to forget the impact that our words can 
have on people. Just look at the comments on any YouTube video! (Or maybe don’t.) In order to 
make our online space safe and respectful, please keep these rules in mind.  
 
In Zoom meetings (adapted from Anne Fensie’s post “Keep Calm and Go Online): 

• Test your equipment and connection in advance. Make sure your mic and camera are working. 
• Use a headset or earbuds if possible. This will reduce the amount of audio feedback. 
• Practice using the app, especially the mute button and chat functions. 
• Stay muted unless you are speaking. The software will automatically switch to your video feed 

if you make a noise by accident, which interrupts whoever is speaking. 
• If you are on camera, remember that everyone can see you. Please turn off your camera if you 

are eating or walking around the house to avoid distracting others. 
• Follow a protocol for joining the conversation. For example, use the Raise Hand tool in the 

Participants window, unmute and wait for people to stop talking, or type, “Next, please” in the 
chat. There may be a time delay so you can interrupt someone without realizing it if you just 
start talking. 

• Be present. Try not to be distracted by other windows, applications, devices like your 
smartphone, or your surroundings. I recommend turning your phone off or putting it in 
another room to charge so you won’t be tempted to look at it.  

• Let others in your environment know that you are in an online class so they’re less likely 
interrupt you. 

On the Discussion Board: 

• Remember that posters are people. Address them the way you would talk to someone in 
class: politely, with interest, and in a supportive way rather than a critical or aggressive 
way. 

• Read prompts and comments fully before you respond to them. Be careful not to 
misinterpret or jump to conclusions. 

• Check over your posts before you upload them to make sure they’re readable and 
accessible for everyone. Try to use good spelling and grammar. Avoid emojis, gifs, and 
images that might not display properly. 

• Post meaningful content for an academic setting. Just posting “lol,” “I agree,” or a meme 
does not make an intellectual contribution. Such posts will not count toward the 
Participation grade. 

Accessible Learning 

Students with disabilities or special needs are advised to contact Laurier=s Accessible Learning 

Centre for information regarding its services and resources. Students are encouraged to review 

the Calendar for information regarding all services available on campus. 

http://wlu.ca/accessible-learning/index.html
http://wlu.ca/accessible-learning/index.html
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Academic Misconduct 
Wilfrid Laurier University uses software that can check for plagiarism. Students may be required to 

submit their written work in electronic form and have it checked for plagiarism. 

 

Copyright Statement 
The educational materials developed for this course, including, but not limited to, lecture notes 

and slides, handout materials, examinations and assignments, and any materials posted to 

MyLearningSpace, are the intellectual property of the course instructor. These materials have 

been developed for student use only and they are not intended for wider dissemination and/or 

communication outside of a given course. Posting or providing unauthorized audio, video, or 

textual material of lecture content to third-party websites violates an instructor’s intellectual 

property rights, and the Canadian Copyright Act. Recording lectures in any way is prohibited in this 

course unless specific permission has been granted by the instructor. Failure to follow these 

instructions may be in contravention of the university’s Code of Student Conduct and/or Code of 

Academic Conduct, and will result in appropriate penalties. Participation in this course constitutes 

an agreement by all parties to abide by the relevant University Policies, and to respect the 

intellectual property of others during and after their association with Wilfrid Laurier University. 

 

FOOT PATROL 
519.886.3668 

Foot Patrol is a volunteer operated safe walk-home service, available daily during evening hours. 

Teams of two radio-dispatched volunteers are available on request to escort students to and from 

campus as well as to off-campus destinations. Foot Patrol operates both a walk and van service, 

and can be found in the office on the ground floor of the Fred Nichols Campus Centre. 

 

PEER CONNECT 

1.866.281.7337 

Peer Connect is a committee that addresses mental health by promoting a balanced lifestyle for all 

students. We promote a confidential phone service run by students for students as a resource for 

any information and support. We run campaigns of mental health, stress relief and healthy body 

care. We provide programming such as access to athletic equipment, movies, board games and 

volunteers through booking to dons, icebreakers, campus clubs and campus committees. 

 

EMERGENCY RESPONSE TEAM 

519.885.3333 

http://www.turnitin.com/
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The Emergency Response Team provides on-call medical assistance to students on campus. ERT 

operates Monday through Thursday, 3 p.m.-3 a.m. and Friday to Sunday 24 hours. ERT can also be 

booked for on-site event support by filling out the online booking request form on their website. 

Operating on the Waterloo campus only. 

 

STUDENT RIGHTS ADVISORY COMMITTEE 
The Student Rights Advisory Committee exists to provide you with information about your rights 

when it comes to landlord-tenant issues or academic appeals. While in no way legal 

representation, it can help to inform you about your options in order to make difficult situations 

easier to navigate. 

 

FOOD BANK 
Food Bank provides food parcels in order to cater to the nutritional and dietary needs of students. 

All students are eligible to use this service, regardless of circumstance or financial situation. 

Request a package at foodbank.yourstudentsunion.ca. Food Bank also carried out various 

initiatives throughout and during the year such as the weekly on-campus Farmers’ Market and 

monthly Pancake Tuesdays. 

 

For more information visit your Student Union. 

https://students.wlu.ca/student-life/safety/emergency-response-team.html
mailto:studentsrights@mylaurier.ca
http://yourstudentsunion.ca/service/food-bank/
http://www.yourstudentsunion.ca/
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