The goal with using documentary film as an educational tool is to help students access human rights issues through narrative. Good documentary film presents a story, with a set of characters whose personal narratives represent or highlight a larger social issue. Non-fiction film can give social issues a human face, making complex human rights issues more accessible to students. Documentary film can be a useful tool in the classroom by helping students see more abstract issues as personal. By asking the right questions, a teacher can guide their students through a documentary film to arrive at the human rights problems that lie at its core. Below I’ve provided some questions to give teachers an idea of how documentary film can help students better comprehend humanitarian problems.

1.Start by looking at the film as a film, examining its characters and outlining the plot:


- What and who do you see in the film?


- Who are these people?


- Where do they live? How do they live?


- What do we know about this place?


- Who is working against whom? 

2. In most documentary film there will be opposing forces. It may not always be one person against another. Oftentimes it is a group of people against a government, or a disease, or cultural/religious idea. It’s important to help students understand these oppositions.


- Who has the power?


- Who has tools? Who needs tools?


- Is something being prevented? Or does something need to be prevented?

3. By understanding and examining the opposing forces, students can begin to understand why these problems have arisen. Oftentimes in documentary films, the why is poverty, or greed, or tradition. It’s important to address why and how these problems have occurred to help students start thinking about how the problem can be solved. Maybe there needs to be a power shift. Maybe tools need to be provided to a group of people or to a specific area. It’s also important to address the student’s feelings about these issues. Documentary footage is not always the easiest thing to watch, but it is often effective and helpful in drawing attention to problems.


- How does this make us feel?


- What has been done already to fix this problem?


- What needs to be done? What can we do?

When looking at documentary film, or any film in general, look at the intersection of the text, context, and subtext. 
