Professional Development for the CLLP
3. The Wonders of Wordless Films

This is the third session in our Professional Development package. In this session we
will explore the wonderful world of the wordless! The session will use one of the
films that we have included in the DIALLS library – it will help you to think about how
we can support children to make meaning from film and make the most of the
discussions that arise from the DIALLS materials. The notes will help you to plan your
DIALLS lessons using the films in the CLLP. Be warned, looking at each one in this kind
of detail would take a long time, but it is important to think about what is possible in
making sense of film and all its multimodal features.
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The Centre for Literacy in Primary Education has worked with DIALLS to put together
this workshop. Many of the ideas in this session come from their work on The Power
of Reading.
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Film provides a starting point that will enthuse and engage most children. Younger
children, who don’t yet feel confident discussing written text, will feel able to
contribute, and to contribute effectively, when discussing and exploring film and
visual images. Just as many children surprise us with their insight when exploring
illustration, in, for example, wordless picturebooks, children with a wealth of different
depths of literary experience can feel confident to analyse and discuss the moving
image.
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Skilled filmmakers use a variety of tools to convey meaning. Every choice will be
deliberate in extending meaning in relation to the story. Giving children an
awareness of some of the key terminology for analysing film in the classroom will
help them better articulate their ideas and opinions in discussion.
Starting Stories, a UK school resource provided by the British Film Institute,
summarised six of the main elements that work together in order to produce a story
on film and explored the ways in which each of these aspects could be discussed and
investigated by even the youngest of our pupils and therefore become part of the
language for discussions about film.
These elements are STORY, SETTING, CHARACTER, SOUND, COLOUR and CAMERA.
The question prompts on the following slides, adapted from this work by the BFI,
allow us to think more deeply about each of these six elements - in relation to a film
from the DIALLS Library - The Grand Migration.
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It’s likely that, to begin, children will feel most comfortable discussing the elements of
the film that are most familiar to them from other narrative forms discussed in the
classroom: foremost of these being the story that is being told.
These questions will help children to get inside the story.
You might want to pause the video to give yourself time to reflect on the questions.

5

Based on what we see and what we hear – the situation, the character, and the story
- we can consider where the action takes place and the impact that has on our
interpretation and understanding of the story and any potential themes.
Think about how these questions will help support understanding.

6

Most filmed stories will feature a main character or perhaps a cast of characters. We
can explore this character the same way as we would in a story told in a written form.
What do we find out about the character based on what we see, what we hear and
what we’re told? How does the character’s behaviour inform us of their emotions
and their thinking and vice versa?
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When focusing on the soundtrack, there are four components which might inform
and affect our interpretation of the events, mood and genre of the film: the music,
the sound effects, the dialogue or voice, and, finally, the use of silence. Of course, in
the DIALLS wordless films there is no dialogue - but the soundtracks give many
important clues for meaning making.
In the film that you are about to see, which of these four elements did you find had
the most impact on your enjoyment or your interpretation of the film?
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Lighting and colour quickly create an atmosphere on screen. If it is dark and shadowy,
we might be made to feel uneasy, as in a thriller; if the lighting is bright, we feel
happy and confident, as in a comedy or family movie.
The filmmaker can use lighting to draw our attention to a person or object…. Or,
equally, to hide them.
When you watch the film, think about the most prominent colours in it. How did they
make you feel? What did they remind you of?
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Because every element of a visual image can carry meaning, the shots in a film can be
‘read’ like other texts. Personal interpretation is important, distinct and valued, but
all of the elements discussed so far might inform that interpretation including the
positioning, angle and movement of the camera.
As you watch the film think about the camera angles.
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Let’s briefly review some of the main shot types that we might find in live action or
animated film.
Often included at the beginning of a scene, the establishing shot – or wide shot helps to build ambiance, may give a nod what’s to come and indicates where (and
sometimes when) the scene is taking place.
• How much of the character or subject can you see in the shot?
• The Medium shot also known as the ¾ shot, typically shows the subject from the
knees up. It allows the viewer to see the background environment and the
character’s gestures, while still being close enough to capture their emotions.
• The Close up shot shows the subject’s head/face which shows us their reactions
and emotions without the distraction of the background.
• The Point of View Shot speaks for itself – it shows us the subject’s point of view,
and allows us to view the world from their perspective – we can get a better idea
of what is important to them or see something that they have noticed…
Other shots you might notice are
• An extreme close shot which is so close that only one specific detail can be seen.
It can show important details or really allow the viewer to experience the
extremes of a character’s emotions.
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• A bird-eye view or Down Shot can make the subject seem vulnerable or
powerless.
• An Up shot or worms eye view can give the impression that the subject is in some
way powerful, heroic or even dangerous.
• An Over the shoulder shot is taken from behind the shoulder of another character
and usually frames the subject in a medium or close shot. It is usually used in
dialogue scenes and helps to establish which characters are speaking to each
other.
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Ok – it’s time for me to stop talking and for you to watch our sample film. Follow the
link on the slide to watch the film (the link is below). The link should take you to The
Grand Migration on Vimeo. I suggest you pause this session for a moment while you
go and watch the film. It’s about 6 minutes long.
https://bit.ly/DIALLSPD
As you watch the film for the first time, keep in mind a few of the questions that we
have already discussed.
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Aidan Chamber’s Tell Me frame is a useful tool to gather these initial understandings
(and to clarify any parts where the children did not understand the story).
Primarily, at this stage, we are interested in personal responses to the film. We want
to demonstrate that we value what children like and dislike about the film, what
patterns or puzzles they might have seen.
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In addition to the Tell Me Framework, you might use further prompts to further
children’s discussion around elements of the film overall, before returning to specific,
selected moments from the film. The CLLP lesson prompts include questions that will
direct the discussion towards the cultural themes of DIALLS – firstly by looking at the
films’ meanings and messages.
It might be that you return to short sequences or to screen shots that can be
explored and investigated more slowly – just as you might pore over a double page
spread from a picturebook. These could be moments that you have selected and
prepared in advance as well as moments that children found most significant or
puzzling or interesting.
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Here’s a screen capture of the establishing shot of the film.
The filmmaker – and in this case the director, animator and screenwriter roles were
all taken by the same individual – had to decide what they wanted the audience to
see as the film began. Why do you think they chose this shot?
• What might this shot tell us about the story or the setting?
• Where do you think this could be? What makes you think that?
• What do the colours and shapes tell you about this place?
• How do you think this image was created? What materials were used? How can
you tell?
• Where does the perspective place you as a viewer?
• Why do you think the tree has been surrounded by so much empty space? How
does the size of the tree make you feel?
• How does the image make you feel? What might contribute to that feeling?
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You could rewatch the start of the film to ask:
• What are our initial impressions about the main character?
• How do they behave or react?
• What can we tell from their facial expressions and body language?
• How do you think they feel? How do we know?
• What might they be thinking / hoping / wanting? How do we know this?
Are there any elements discussed earlier that inform our reading of the character –
setting, sound, colour, camera?
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In addition to single shots from the film, it’s possible to explore multiple sequential shots which represent a short,
deconstructed scene. We can use this to support our understanding of how meaning has been created through
the moving image.
Select and play a short sequence from the film. Every time the camera shot cuts to a new shot, pause and
screenshot that moment. Soon you will have a sequence of shots which summarise the selected scene from the
film. How does the order of the shots create the meaning? Look at the sequence of shots I’ve selected from the
film:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Does the camera move within the same shot or is the camera static? When does it move? Why do you think
it does that? What might it indicate?
Why do you think the shot has been composed like that? Could it have been done differently? What impact
would that have had?
Why do you think the bird lands on the boat? How might it feel? What does it want? How do you know?
Who is the person in the boat? What do we know about them? How do you feel about the character as a
viewer? What makes you feel that way?
If you wanted to show the same event with fewer shots, what would you remove? Why?
How did the scene make you feel? Could you change it to provoke different potential feelings in the viewer?
What role does sound play in this section of the film? Why do you think the filmmaker chose not to include
any music in this short scene?
Are there any moments when we are seeing things from a character’s point of view? How do we know?

If children develop an understanding of how scenes are put together using a series of shot choices like this, they
will be able to use what they have learnt to storyboard and film their own short films – whether live-action,
animated, programmed or stop-motion. Just as an author chooses their words, phrases, and sentences with care,
just as the author considers the sequence, the impact, the emotion, the pacing, the cohesion and the fluidity of an
effective paragraph… the filmmaker chooses their shots for the same purpose. Just as reading and writing inform
each other in the classroom, the skills developed from the reading of a film are transferable to the pupil’s work in
more traditional literacy tasks.
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To support children in focusing on the impact made by the sound, try separating it
from the film.
Children could watch a scene without any sound – how is our impression or response
altered when the music or sound effects are removed?
Different music could be played instead – Does that alter our response? If so, how?
The screen could be turned off, so that we listen to the music without being able to
see the images.
How does the music make us feel now? Does the combination of sounds help you to
picture the events, the actions, the setting?
If the children haven’t seen a short film yet, they might be introduced to it via the
soundtrack only. What are their impressions? What genre of story do they think it
might be? Does the music imply drama, romance, action, comedy, tragedy? What do
they think might happen?
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Sometimes filmmakers play with our expectations. And this can have an impact on us
as viewer.
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Towards the end of The Grand Migration, we become as disorientated as the bird, as
it flies through the storm.
The last few shots of the film show our bird reunited with the flock and continuing
their journey – but wait a minute – why is that drop of rain falling ‘upwards’? As the
shot widens we realise that the filmmaker has been playing with us – not only is the
world flipped upside down, but that tree looks very familiar….
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Before reflecting on the film overall, share your thoughts about how the story
ended….
• How did you feel about the end?
• Did you see it coming?
• Were you pleased or satisfied with this ending? Why/why not?
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Children may even have some comments about the unusual credit sequence…
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The DIALLS lessons for all age groups, primary and secondary, focus on discussions
about cultural themes around social responsibility and living together, and use the
films as springboards for these, but you could watch the films multiple times to draw
out deeper meanings by drawing attention to the filmic mode.
We hope you’ve enjoyed this session. Why not explore some of the films that are part
of the CLLP for your age group. What parts of the film will you draw their attention
to? Make a note of the timing of key scenes that you might want to return to?
Discussions about the film are greatly enriched if children are able to use the
language of film to describe key moments.
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That completes our professional development for DIALLS. All the resources you need
to implement the CLLP are on the website and the films are licensed to stream until
April 2026. Don’t forget to explore the extra films and discussion prompts in our
library so that you can extend your lessons beyond the CLLP core sessions. We do
hope that you enjoy DIALLS, we’ve certainly enjoyed working with teachers across
Europe over the past three years as part of the project!
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