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TEACHER’S GUIDE 

This guide has been designed to help teachers and students enrich their experience of 

documentary film by providing support in the form of questions and activities. There are 

a range of questions that will help teachers frame discussions with their classes, activities 

for before, during and after viewing the film, and some web links that provide starting 

points for further research or discussion. In separate packages, there will also be support 

materials available with information regarding general viewing and teaching principles for 

documentary film and the fundamental aspects of making documentary films. 

Actuality: The Art and Life of Allan KinG
Directed by John Haslett Cuff 

Canada | 2006 | 60 min

The Film

Actuality: The Art and Life of Allan King is a feature 
documentary about Allan King, the innovative and 
controversial Canadian filmmaker. The film follows King 
and his crew during the making of his second-to-last 
film, Memory for Max, Claire, Ida and Company. This is 
interspersed with examinations of King’s personal life 
and discussions of some of his most important early 
films including Skid Row (1956), Rickshaw (1960) and 
Warrendale (1967).

From John Haslett Cuff’s careful assessment of King’s 
life and work, what emerges is an artist trying to answer 
some of life’s toughest questions. King uses documentary 
film as a means to understand the roots of violence and 
brutality, the causes of economic exploitation, and the 
complexities of intimate human relations.

The Filmmaker

John Haslett Cuff is a Canadian filmmaker and a former 
television critic for The Globe and Mail. Actuality is his 
second documentary film. His first, Crimes of the Heart, 
is an examination of why people commit adultery. He has 
also written and acted for television.

Educational package written and compiled  
by Peter Bird peterabird@yahoo.com
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Viewing the Film with Students

There are important themes in this film that have broad implications for students and their 

futures. Take time to activate your students’ background understanding of these themes 

before viewing. This will help them as they come to their own understanding and develop their 

critical abilities.

The following three subsections on this page are intended to provide you with a range of  

pre-viewing, viewing and post-viewing activities. They are followed by a set of questions based 

upon the film’s larger thematic domains, some follow-up questions and quotations, sample 

curricular outcomes, and a page of web links for further investigation.  

Pre-Viewing Activities
Have students brainstorm and share their knowledge of the following 
topics: Canadian filmmakers, Canadian film and documentary film. 
Come up with a list of questions that they would like answered by 
a documentary about one of Canada’s preeminent documentary 
filmmakers.

Give a brief biographical introduction of Allan King or show the 
trailer of his collection from his production company’s website 
(http://allankingfilms.com/CollectionTrailer.html). Have students 
come up with a list of questions they would like answered about 
this man and his art.

Write the following eight film titles on the board and the years 
they were released: Skid Row (1956), Rickshaw (1960), A Matter 
of Pride (1961), Warrendale (1967), A Married Couple (1969), Come 
on Children (1973), Dying at Grace (2003) and Memory for Max, 
Claire, Ida and Company (2005). Have students predict what the 
films are about. Encourage them to carefully consider the evocative 
and/or obscure language used for the titles and their knowledge of 
the year of release.

Show students the teaser from the Allan King Collection (http://
allankingfilms.com/CollectionTrailer.html). Have students identify as 
many themes or big ideas conveyed by the teaser as possible.

Set a purpose for viewing. Have a discussion about one or more of 
the questions or quotations on page five.

Viewing Activities
Set a purpose for viewing by introducing the big ideas on page five. 
Divide the students into groups. Give each group the responsibility 
for becoming experts on one big idea. To do so, the group will have 
to answer all of the guiding questions listed under its big idea and 
present conclusions. Emphasize that the group must substantiate 
its opinion with evidence from the film.

Encourage the students to draw connections between an artist’s 
lived experience and his/her artistic output. Use the graphic 
organizer on page three. Have students take notes about what was 
happening in King’s life during the making of a given film and have 
them infer what he may not be revealing about his life at that time. 

Have the students create a timeline of King’s life. Indicate years on 
the line. Above the line, note film titles and release dates. Below the 
line, trace the big events in King’s life such as moves, divorces, etc.

Have students use a graphic organizer to summarize the film as 
they watch it.

Stop the film at various points and have students provide 
summaries at each point.

Have students write down questions the film leaves unanswered. Share 
these with the class after viewing. Try to answer them as a class.

Have the students come up with a thematic statement for each of 
King’s major documentaries investigated in Actuality. See if they 
can draw connections between these themes. Is there a thematic 
thread running through King’s oeuvre?

Stop the film at various points and have students provide 
summaries at each point.

Have students jot down five ideas for discussion or questions that 
the film raised in their minds. 

Post-Viewing Activities
Compare the students’ predictions they made during the 
pre-viewing activity for each King documentary to what the 
documentary actually focused on. Explore the reasons behind  
their assumptions.

Ask the students to choose one King documentary they would like 
to watch in its entirety. Have them justify their choice.

How has the presentation of “reality” in film changed from King’s 
earliest documentaries to present? What has prompted those 
changes?

Show the students the trailer for King’s last documentary, EMPz 4 
Life (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Srbvu_Vt-_E). Have them 
predict how King handled this subject matter. Have them justify 
their predictions.

Have the students write letters to King’s widow thanking her for 
her husband’s contribution to Canadian cinema.

Have students complete an exit note (a single small sheet of paper 
with one phrase or idea written on it) that demonstrates one thing 
they have learned, felt or decided as a result of watching the film. 
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Viewing Activity: Biography-Artistic Timeline

Actuality examines how Allan King’s life influenced his art. Use the graphic organizer below to take some notes about 
what was going on in King’s life during the making of some of his most important documentary films. Also, take the time 
to make some informed assumptions, i.e. what do you think may have been going on in King’s life to motivate him to 
address the topic under consideration in a given film? (Remember that the date next to the film is when it was released, 
so production probably began two to three years earlier.)

Skid Row (1956) Rickshaw (1960)

Actuality tells me: Actuality tells me:

I think: I think:

A Matter of Pride (1961) Warrendale (1967)

Actuality tells me: Actuality tells me:

I think: I think:
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A Married Couple (1969) Come on Children (1973)

Actuality tells me: Actuality tells me:

I think: I think:

Dying at Grace (2003) Memory for Max, Claire, Ida and Company (2005)

Actuality tells me: Actuality tells me:

I think: I think:
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The Big Questions/Ideas/Themes

Autobiography
Is all art autobiographical?

Is autobiographical art more or less authentic than  
other forms of art making?

Art’s Social Responsibility
What responsibility does art have to society?

Do the films of Allan King fulfill that responsibility?

Is King aware of that responsibility?

What responsibility does the artist have to him/herself?

Art and Economics
King says, “Corporations cannot give individuals decision-
making power.” What are the consequences of this?

What are the strengths and weaknesses of cooperative  
art or “art by committee”?

What are the strengths and weaknesses of individually 
produced art?

King says, “Documentary filmmaking is not a way to make 
a living or raise a family.” Should this change? Who can 
help make this change?

The Past’s Influence on the Present
How does King use film to understand his childhood?

How do King’s films reflect his childhood?

Empowerment versus Victimization
Define “empowerment” and “victimization.”

How do King’s films empower people?

Can a film victimize its subject? How?

King asks, “How do people take authority for their own 
lives?” Do you have an answer?

Canadian Identity
King “learns what it means to be Canadian” while in Ibiza. 
How does expatriation facilitate this discovery?

Describe Canadian identity.

How does this identity manifest itself on screen in King’s 
documentaries?

Perspective
How would you characterize King’s perspective?

How does his perspective enrich his films?

Is objectivity possible for a documentary filmmaker?
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Additional Questions for Pre- or  
Post-Viewing Activities 

What are the responsibilities of the documentary 
filmmaker?

Are documentary filmmakers necessary for healthy 
public discourse on complex issues?

When is it all right to watch someone suffer?

When can you speak for others?

Does art always reflect life? Should it?

Should Canadian filmmakers receive more economic  
help from the government?

Quotations from the Film to Explore:

Consider these questions while reading the following 
quotations:

What literary device is the speaker employing? 
Possibilities include metaphor, simile, irony, hyperbole 
and personification. 

Why did the speaker phrase the idea in this way? 

How does it convey the idea more effectively? 

“All art is autobiographical. The pearl is the oyster’s 
autobiography.” Filmmaker Federico Fellini

“The loss of cognitive capacity and identity is more 
frightening than death.” Allan King

“Making a film is terrifying, it’s torture.” Allan King

“The world exists on paper on which it chokes.”  
Allan King

“You don’t really grow up until you forgive your parents.” 
Allan King

Extension Activities
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Examples of Curriculum Expectations

COURSE OVERALL EXPECTATIONS

Grade 11 English, University 
Preparation (ENG3U)

Oral Communication
• �������������������������������������������������������������������������������������              identify the purpose of a range of listening tasks and set goals for specific tasks.
• �����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������             select and use the most appropriate active listening strategies when participating in a range 

of situations.
• �����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������           develop and explain interpretation of oral texts, including increasingly complex or difficult 

texts, using evidence from the text and the oral and visual clues used in it to effectively 
support their interpretations.

• ����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������          extend understanding of oral texts, including increasingly complex or difficult texts, 
by making effective connections between the ideas in them and personal knowledge, 
experience, insights, and between other texts and the world around them.

• ��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������           identify and analyze the perspectives and/or biases evident in oral texts, including 
increasingly complex or difficult texts, and comment with growing understanding on any 
questions they may raise about beliefs, values, identity and power.

Reading and Literature Studies
• ����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������          make and explain inferences of increasing subtlety about texts, including increasingly 

complex or difficult texts, supporting their explanations with well-chosen stated and implied 
ideas from the texts.

Writing
• �������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������             generate, expand, explore and focus ideas for potential writing tasks, using a variety of 

strategies and print, electronic and other resources, as appropriate.
• ������������������������������������������������������������������������         locate and select information to effectively support ideas for writing.
• ����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������            explain, with increasing insight, how their own beliefs, values and experiences are revealed 

in their writing.

Media Studies
• �������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������          interpret media texts, including increasingly complex or difficult texts, identifying and 

explaining the overt and implied messages they convey.
• �����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������        explain how production, marketing, financing, distribution and legal/regulatory factors 

influence the media industry.
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Grade 12 English, University 
Preparation (ENG4U)

Oral Communication
• �������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������            select and use the most appropriate listening comprehension strategies before, during and after 

listening to understand oral texts, including complex and challenging texts.
• �����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������            identify the important information and ideas in oral texts, including complex and challenging 

texts, in a variety of ways.
• ���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������            extend understanding of oral texts, including complex and challenging texts, by making insightful 

connections between the ideas in them and personal knowledge, experience and insights, and 
between other texts and the world around them.

• �������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������              analyze oral texts, including complex and challenging texts, focusing on the ways in which they 
communicate information, ideas, issues and themes, and so influence the listener’s/viewer’s response.

• ��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������              identify and analyze in detail the perspectives and/or biases evident in oral texts, including complex 
and challenging texts, commenting with understanding and increasing insight on any questions they 
may raise about beliefs, values, identity and power.

Reading and Literature Studies
• �����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������            make and explain inferences of increasing subtlety and insight about texts, including complex  

and challenging texts, supporting their explanations with well-chosen stated and implied ideas 
from the texts.

• ��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������            extend understanding of texts, including complex and challenging texts, by making rich and 
increasingly insightful connections between the ideas in them and personal knowledge, experience, 
and insights, and between other texts and the world around them.

• ��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������               analyze texts in terms of the information, ideas, issues or themes they explore, examining how various 
aspects of the texts contribute to the presentation or development of these elements.

• ���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������            evaluate the effectiveness of texts, including complex and challenging texts, using evidence from 
the text insightfully to support their opinions.

• ���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������            identify and analyze the perspectives and/or biases evident in texts, including complex and 
challenging texts, commenting with understanding and increasing insight on any questions they 
may raise about beliefs, values, identity and power.

Writing
• ��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������               identify, sort and order main ideas and supporting details for writing tasks, using a variety of 

strategies and selecting the organizational pattern best suited to the content and the purpose 
for writing.

Media Studies
• ����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������           evaluate how effectively information, ideas, themes, issues and opinions are communicated in 

media texts, including complex and challenging texts, and decide whether the texts achieve the 
intended purpose. 

Grade 11 Media Studies,  
Open (EMS3O)

Understanding and Interpreting Media Texts
• ������������������������������������������������������������������          identify and explain the messages in and meanings of media texts.
• ��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������                analyze how the language, tone and point of view used in media texts work to influence the 

interpretation of messages.
• �������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������              describe the characteristics of particular media genres and forms, and explain how they help to 

convey meaning and influence the audience.

Media and Society
• ������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������             analyze the representation of behaviours and attitudes in media texts and comment on how 

they influence the behaviours and attitudes of the audience.
• �����������������������������������������������������������������������          evaluate the impact of mass media on perceptions of Canadian identity.
• ��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������            analyze the impact of the media and of communication technologies on health, relationships 

and interpersonal communications.
• ����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������             examine the ways in which the media and communication technologies can infringe on the 

privacy rights of individuals, and how consideration of those rights affects the behaviour of the 
media industry.

The Media Industry
• ����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������              analyze the factors that determine what media texts will or will not be made available  

to the public. 

COURSE OVERALL EXPECTATIONS
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Websites and Online Resources

About Allan King
Allan King’s official website contains biographical 
information, a filmography and the opportunity to  
order films.
http://allankingfilms.com

TVOntario has a microsite celebrating the life and work  
of Allan King.
http://www.tvo.org/TVOsites/WebObjects/TvoMicrosite.
woa?akfestival

There’s a reference work based on the Allan King Collection 
at Queen’s University Film and Media’s website.
http://www.film.queensu.ca/king

CBC has a microsite devoted to remembering the 
accomplishments of Allan King.
http://archives.cbc.ca/arts_entertainment/film/
topics/3746/

Various Links for Lesson Plan Ideas, 
Media Awareness, Critical Literacy and 
Documentary Films
Using Documentaries in the Classroom: This teacher 
librarian’s personal website contains excellent resources  
for teaching with documentary films.
http://www.frankwbaker.com/using_docs_in_the_
classroom.htm 

Media Awareness Network: A Canadian non-profit media 
education and Internet-literacy resource library.
http://www.media-awareness.ca 

Center for Media Literacy: A U.S. website which  
provides several resources for making, understanding  
and criticizing media.
http://www.medialit.org 

The National Film Board of Canada: This website 
contains an area with teaching resources, including short 
documentary films that can be used as teaching aides.
http://www.nfb.ca


