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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. 

SKID ROW
Directed by Allan King 

Canada | 1956 | 37 min

The Film
Allan King’s first documentary film, Skid Row, was shot 
in Vancouver’s East Side in 1956. It documents the 
daily existence of alcoholics who begin their days with a 
“steamer”—rubbing alcohol cut with water—spend their 
time begging for money or drinks, move on to a mission 
for a prayer service and a hot meal and then pool their 
resources to purchase a “gal-loon” of wine to finish the day. 

Photographer Jack Long puts a human face to this story 
of hopelessness in his interviews with Joe, Jimmy and 
Colin. Similar stories emerge of leaving home at an early 
age, trouble with the law and the absence of future plans, 
except getting the next drink. Art Hives’ poetic narrative 
provides colour, texture and empathy to the black and 
white lives of the derelicts of Skid Row.

The Filmmakers
Allan King (1930-2009) is an innovative and often 
controversial Canadian film director, best known for 
his “fly on the wall” filming technique. Better known as 
“cinéma vérité” or “direct cinema,” King’s style is described 
in a CBC interview as “filming the drama of everyday life, 
as it happens, spontaneously without direction, interviews 
or narrative.” King’s signature style can been seen in his 
first feature-length documentary Warrandale (1960), a 
film about emotionally disturbed children.

King was born and educated in Vancouver, B.C., where, 
at the age of 26, he shot Skid Row, his first short 
documentary. In this film, King used interviews as the 
central device of his expository documentary. King’s career 
spanned more than 50 years and included documentaries, 
feature films and television programs. King’s work has been 
featured at many national and international film festivals. 
He was also the recipient of numerous awards including 
Hot Docs Lifetime Achievement Award (1998), Officer 
of the Order of Canada (2003) and Gemini Academy 
Achievement Award (2009). 

Educational package written and compiled by Terry 
MacDonald macdonaldt@hcdsb.org
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Pre-Viewing Activities

Students should review the definition of documentary film, 
recall documentaries they have previously seen and make a 
comparison between documentaries and feature films.

A key idea that needs to be emphasized is that all media 
texts—including documentary films—are constructed. 
Even though documentaries are “real life” stories, those 
stories do not just happen; they are created. Many people 
collaborate to make decisions about who to include, who to 
exclude, what stories to tell, where to place the cameras, 
when to shoot, what camera angles to use, what footage to 
keep, what to leave out, as well as what lighting, sound or 
special effects to use. For more information, download the 
pdf “Looking At Documentaries” from the Doc Library.

Before viewing, students will complete the “Pre-Viewing” 
column of the activity Anticipation Guide on page four to 
activate prior knowledge and to connect themes to their 
own ideas. After completing the “Pre-Viewing” column, 
students will share their responses and provide reasons for 
their positions.

Viewing Activities
Using a jigsaw model for co-operative learning, students 
will create “expert groups” for each topic in the viewing log 
on page five. Students will record notes in preparation for 
post-viewing discussion with expert and home groups.

Post-Viewing Activities
Students will meet in “expert groups” to compare notes. 
Students will reconfigure into “home groups” with 
one member from each expert group. They will share 
observations on each of the topics and draw conclusions as 
to the film’s type, style and intention, using the following 
guiding questions:

• �What is the type of this documentary: expository/essay, 
observational, interactive/reflexive or performative? 

• �What is the filmmaker’s purpose and point of view? 
How is that purpose and point of view established? 
How is this film relevant today?

Students will complete the “Post-Viewing” column 
of the Anticipation Guide on page four to see if their 
opinions have changed. Students will write a supported 
opinion paper on one of the topics in the Anticipation 
Guide. Support for their opinion should come from prior 
knowledge and research as well as from viewing and 
discussing the film. 

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.  



�

The Big Questions/Ideas/Themes

Multiple Perspectives
What is the subject of this film? Can you determine the 
filmmakers’ perspective on this subject? What evidence 
can you find in the film to support your view?

How does this film help you analyze and interpret points of 
view about issues that concern people? 

Does the filmmakers’ perspective foster respect for 
diversity and an inclusive society? If so, how? 

Identity
Whose story is told in this documentary? Whose story is 
not told? How does this story, and the way it is told, help 
you understand your own community/life?

How do the people in this film identify with their 
community? What are the common bonds among the 
people in this film? What challenges do they face in 
expressing their identity?

What film techniques do the filmmakers use to convey the 
identity of the people in this film?

Citizenship
What insights does this documentary offer about the ideals 
of good citizenship in the community depicted in this film? 

How does the film deal with issues of freedom, equality, 
human dignity, and individual and collective rights and 
responsibilities?

Change and Continuity
How does this film help you understand a community’s values 
and its attitudes towards an issue at a particular time?

What changes do the people in the film experience? What 
causes those changes? What are the consequences of 
those changes for the people in the documentary?

Culture and Community
Which aspects of a people’s culture does this film focus 
on? Why do you think the filmmakers focused on those 
aspects?

How do the images, themes and message of this film help 
you understand the filmmakers’ attitude towards the 
subject? What do you think might have been the intended 
audience’s attitude towards the documentary subject?

Individuals, Societies and Economic 
Decisions
What economic systems are at work in this film? What are 
some of the causes and effects of the economic decisions 
made by the people in the film’s community?

Does money play a part in the decisions being made in the 
film and what does it tell you about their local culture?

Power and Governance
What system of government control do we see in this 
documentary? How is power distributed within this 
society? What are the implications of that distribution on 
issues affecting the people’s well-being and freedom?

Global Connections
What global issues are addressed in this film? What is 
the filmmakers’ point of view on the opportunities and 
challenges of those issues?

Adapted from NFB Documentary Lens: http://www.nfb.ca
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Pre-Viewing Activity: Anticipation Guide

Before viewing the documentary Skid Row, complete the first column of the table below. Be prepared to share your 
response with your class and support your choices with reasons, opinions, examples, etc. Complete the Post-Viewing 
column after watching the documentary and completing the jigsaw activity.

[Production Note: Please insert a three-column table (column 1=Pre-Viewing, column 2=Statements, column 3=Post-
Viewing) with a heading plus seven rows. All the rows of columns 1 and 3 contain Agree/Disagree and the middle column 
contains a different statement in each row. I didn’t paste the Agree/Disagree in column 3 here because it looked messy 
and confusing, except for the first row, just to give you a sense of how it’s set up.]

Pre-Viewing Statements Post-Viewing

Agree/Disagree Alcoholism is a disease. Agree/Disagree

Agree/Disagree No matter what society does, 
homelessness will never be eradicated.

Agree/Disagree

Agree/Disagree Missions and shelters perpetuate the 
problem of homelessness.

Agree/Disagree

Agree/Disagree Skid rows in Canadian cities are not 
as much of a problem as they were in 
the 1950s.

Agree/Disagree

Agree/Disagree Homeless people and people on skid 
row are deserving of our charity.

Agree/Disagree

Agree/Disagree A society should be judged according 
to how it cares for its weakest and 
most vulnerable members.

Agree/Disagree

Agree/Disagree People on skid row are to blame for 
their situations.

Agree/Disagree
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Skid Row Viewing Journal: Jigsaw Model

Create “expert groups” for each topic in graphic organizer. Each member of the expert group will record point-form 
notes on the topic. After viewing the film, experts will compare notes. Create “home groups” with one member from each 
expert group. Share observations on each of the topics and draw conclusions as to the film’s type, style and intention.

Topic for analysis Notes

People: Joe

People: Jimmy

People: Clint

People: Captain Leslie

Locations for shooting

Story structure: Morning

Story structure: Throughout the day

Story structure: Evening

Soundtrack: Music/silence/narration

Camera angles: close up, medium shot, wide shot
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Text of Skid Row Narration

The man who gathers bottles for a living follows the 
shadowy route of men who have hit the skids. And the 
end of the skids is skid row. It’s a place where there are 
no tomorrows worthy of collecting bottles today. Today 
is simply something between sleeps to fall into and crawl 
through where a man has to use most of his energy 
to maintain the simple dignity of standing or walking 
semi-upright, where the only time is now, and the only 
occupation is looking after the needs of now, in the least 
uncomfortable way.

And skid row is the place where the needs of now are 
pretty much guaranteed. Churches and missions abound. 
It is simpler to ask for a change of clothes than to bother 
washing or mending last week’s or last month’s accidents.

A flop costs 35 cents or can be swapped for publicly 
accepting God and for maintaining reasonable sobriety. 
It’s called taking the dive, and is usually resorted to when 
the fogs and unemployment of winter bring shivering cues 
outside the missions. The price of a one-course meal can 
be sitting through a sermon. This is one church parade that 
never lacks volunteers.

For every skid row has a section known as Lousy Acres, a 
place of pause between yesterday’s merry-go-round and 
today’s. And there is the pause of waiting, just a short one, 
long enough for where, not the why. Sometimes a summer 
morning seems the sum of all the summer mornings we 
have ever known. And sometimes on a summer morning, a 
man can gaze a long way back.

There are no plans on skid row, only a pattern. The morning 
pattern is an aching thing for in the mirror of morning 
sobriety, a man glimpses at what is, against what might 
have been. By the time the first skid-row stores are 
opening, the morning rush hour is over. The solitary taggers 
wander into groups to pool their take. They’ve been around 
the morning block. They have scored, and they add up 
the score and know the score, the same as yesterday and 
tomorrow’s: a bottle of rum from the local merchant for a 
fast passage into the land of forget. Every skid-row alley 
is a haven. By 9:30 or 10, the alcoholic blues have been 
deposited with the empties, a man can walk with a jaunt 
into a world that owes him a living. 

And there’s been a few rough passages before a man 
tosses out the anchor in this port. This is the place of faith, 
but can a man have faith in anything if he’s never had faith 
in himself? Is it ever too late? Is there a faint glow in every 
coal that responds to fanning, or does the fire just go out 
sometimes? Or never get started?

For most of the men here, this is the buffet lunch at the end 
of the road. They’re beat, beat like the big bass drum. For 
other people, this is simply the good old North American 
handout. Eat, pray, sleep on hay. There will be pie in the sky 
when we die.

When times are tough, and friends are few, a logger is the 
man for you.

And skid row is a pantomime of many moods and angst, 
the endless round of flop houses, beer parlours and back 
alleys of no exit. Skid row is the place where an act that 
started 40 or 400 years ago with love and hope ends 
today with blood and violence. The closing of the beer 
parlour is the end of the main shift on skid row. Once again 
the clan wander into the street to pool the days’ take for a 
final onslaught of oblivion.

From the window of his solitude, the man of skid row gazes 
at those about him and mimics the simpler gestures. He 
feels for his fellow man but only with his hands. He speaks 
but is never heard, listens but never hears. He looks but 
never sees, is looked at, but has never been seen. He laughs 
for he cannot cry. A man cries only for something lost, not 
for something he has never had. He shares anything but 
has never had anything to share, except the unspeakable 
knowledge that each man there was a mistake.

Blocked by the tumbling shadows about him, he flees 
blindly the prison of his eternal isolation. And the meek 
shall inherit the earth, six feet of it.
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Additional Questions for Pre- or  
Post-Viewing Activities 
Students will read the Text of Skid Row Narration on 
page six to examine the narrative text for its poetic 
qualities: imagery, metaphor, alliteration, parallelism, 
allusion and rhyme. Students will analyze the purpose 
and effect of this highly poetic narration.

Students will create “found poems” based on the 
narrative text of the film. Students will listen to the 
voice-over while reading page six. They will highlight 
words, phrases and images that stand out. They will 
arrange the highlighted words into poetic form and will 
give the poem a title. Students need to be reminded that 
“found poems” are re-creations of existing text; only text 
from the narration can be used in the found poem.

Students will research the relevancy of the film today by 
researching the current social problems of Vancouver’s 
East Side. They will consider the following guiding 
questions: 

• How have the demographics changed on skid row?

• �How has the gentrification of Vancouver’s East Side 
affected its most vulnerable inhabitants? 

• �What progress has been made to solve the social 
problems that exist on skid row?

• �What can be learned from the approaches other 
Canadian and American cities have taken in dealing 
with homelessness? 

Extension Activities
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COURSE OVERALL EXPECTATIONS

Grade 11 English, 
University or College 
Preparation 

Media – Understanding Media Texts

• �demonstrate an understanding of a variety of media texts.

Media – Understanding Media Forms, Conventions and Techniques 

• �identify some media forms and explain how the conventions and techniques associated 
with them are used to create meaning.

Grade 12 English, University 
or College Preparation

Media – Understanding Media Texts

• �demonstrate an understanding of a variety of media texts.

Media – Understanding Media Forms, Conventions and Techniques 

• �identify some media forms and explain how the conventions and techniques associated 
with them are used to create meaning.

Grade 11 Media Studies

Open – Understanding and Responding to Media Texts

• demonstrate understanding of a variety of media texts.

Deconstructing Media Texts

• �deconstruct a variety of types of media texts, identifying the codes, conventions and 
techniques used and explaining how they create meaning.

Understanding Media Perspectives 

• analyze and critique media representations of people, issues, values and behaviours.

Understanding the Impact of Media on Society

• analyze and evaluate the impact of media on society.

Examples of Curriculum Expectations
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About the Film

The webpage of Allan King’s film company contain 
information about his motivation, rationale, process and 
challenges in creating Skid Row. 
http://www.allankingfilms.com/skidrow.html

In this TVO interview with Allan King, he talks about his 
reasons for making Skid Row and his personal connection 
to the content of the film. 
http://www.tvo.org/TVOsites/WebObjects/TvoMicrosite.
woa?akfestival

About the Filmmaker
The news story “Canadian Documentary Maker Allan King 
dies at 79” is available on the CBC News website. 
http://www.cbc.ca/arts/film/story/2009/06/15/allan-king.
html

The 32-minute CBC radio interview “Remembering Allan 
King,” broadcast on July 18, 2005, is available in the 
broadcaster’s archives. 
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: 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 website: On this site is 
an area with teaching resources and short documentary 
films that can be used as teaching aides. 
http://www.nfb.ca

Websites and Online Resources


