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Critical Thinking for Non-Fiction Film: Expository vs. Observational Documentary 

 

A Plan to Incorporate Professional and Critical Use of Technology in the Classroom 

 

Film as Literature (12
th

-Grade ELA) 

 

Core Standards: 

 Cite strong and thorough textual evidence to support analysis of what the text says 

explicitly as well as inferences drawn from the text, including determining where the text 

leaves matters uncertain. 

 Analyze and evaluate the effectiveness of the structure an author uses in his or her 

exposition or argument, including whether the structure makes points clear, convincing, 

and engaging. 

 Determine an author’s point of view or purpose in a text in which the rhetoric is 

particularly effective, analyzing how style and content contribute to the power, 

persuasiveness, or beauty of the text. 

 

Objectives: 

 

 Students will be able to identify and explain the difference between observational and 

expository documentary film in both style and manipulative effect. 

 Students will be able to critically analyze the rhetorical effects of word choice and music 

choice on the tone and meaning of a non-fiction filmed text. 

 Students will be able to create an expository documentary text from an observational 

documentary text by adding structural elements including voice-over narration and music 

in order to create a clear, rhetorical tone and attitude.  

 

Vocabulary: 

 

 Expository Mode Documentary: A documentary mode developed in the 1930s and 40s 

that uses heavy editing, voice-over narration, non-diegetic music, and direct interviews in 

order to manipulate or persuade audiences. 

 Observational Mode Documentary: A mode of documentary film developed in the late 

1950s and 1960s which shuns editing, narration, and other non-diegetic elements in an 

attempt to present its topic in a less-manipulative, objective, "fly-on-the-wall" form. 

 



Instruction: (approx. 3 class periods) 

  

 Explain the development and structural elements of expository and observational 

documentary modes to the students.   

 Using example films and clips, allow students to identify and analyze the use of structural 

elements’ (with specific emphasis on word choice in the voice-over narration and the non-

diegetic music) effects on the tone, meaning, and rhetoric of the text.  “To the Shores of Iwo 

Jima,” Planet Earth, and/or Steep work well for the expository mode; Salesman, War 

Photographer, and Salesman are great examples for the observational mode. 

 Have the students work in small groups to create and present identifications and analyses 

of each of the example film texts.  Assess the students’ understanding of the filmmakers’ choices 

of voice-over audio and music to manipulate their audiences’ opinions, understanding, and 

emotional reactions to the subjects or arguments presented. 

 Instruct the students on the use of Audacity for sound recording and editing allowing the 

students to practice. 

 Instruct the students on the use of Adobe Premiere for video capture, editing, and media 

import allowing the students to practice. 

 

Assessment Activity: 

 

 Using Audacity and Adobe Premiere, the students will edit a clip (adding voice-over 

narration and non-diegetic music) from the observational documentary, Winged Migration, to 

make an expository documentary about migratory birds which matches a tone and attitude of 

their choosing.  The students will be assessed on the degree to which their rhetorical choices 

match their chosen tone and attitude and the degree to which their choices reflect their 

understanding of the use and effects of rhetorical elements in film. 

 

Rubrics: 

 

 Group Analysis Rubric –  

  

o Weak: The students incorrectly identify the mode, do not cite textual evidence in 

support of analysis, nor examine the relationship between the rhetorical structure 

and the tone and meaning of the text. 

o Acceptable: The students correctly identify the mode, cite textual evidence in 

support of analysis, and examine the relationship between the rhetorical structure 

and the tone and meaning of the text. 

o Strong: The students correctly identify the mode, cite clear and strong textual 

evidence in support of analysis, and clearly examine in detail the relationship 

between the rhetorical structure of the text and its ton and meaning. 

 

 Individual Assessment Rubric – 

 

o Weak: The student’s rhetorical choices (word choices and music) do not match or 

only partially match the student’s choices of tone and attitude.  The student’s 



choices do not or only partially reflect a clear understanding of the use and effects 

of rhetorical structures in documentary film. 

o Acceptable: The student’s rhetorical choices (word choices and music) match the 

student’s choices of tone and attitude.  The student’s choices reflect a basic 

understanding of the use and effects of rhetorical structures in documentary film. 

o Strong: The student’s rhetorical choices (word choices and music) clearly and 

convincingly match the student’s choices of tone and attitude.  The student’s 

choices reflect a clear and complex understanding of the use and effects of 

rhetorical structures in documentary film. 

 


