The father of documentary film, John Grierson, referred to the documentary as “the creative treatment of actuality.”  Perhaps above all other mediums, documentary film should encourage us to consider our definitions of actuality and of truth. This lesson, taking place before viewing Farmingville, will question students’ definitions of truth.  The intention is to help them define truth in different ways and consider, abstractly, the notion of ultimate truth.  All of this will be made relevant to the medium of documentary film and, more particularly, to Farmingville.  

Objectives: This lesson plan will attempt to fulfill various standards, focusing on ELA standards 1 and 3, dealing with information, understanding, critical analysis, and evaluation.  Students will look at truth, question various truths, and participate in meaningful conversations on the subject matter provided.  They will be looking for truths and learning to evaluate and analyze these truths critically.        
Grade Level: 11th-12th 

Day 1- Defining Truth
To Begin: Students will be broken down into five groups.  They will be asked to arrange their desks in tables reflecting these groups.  Each student will be handed the following list of definitions from http://www.wikipedia.com:  
1)  Subjective vs. objective truths
Subjective truths are those with which we are most intimately acquainted. That I like broccoli or that I have a pain in my foot are both subjectively true. [. . .] All we can know about are, one way or another, our own subjective experiences. 

In contrast, Objective truths are supposed in some way to be independent of our subjective beliefs and tastes. 
2) Relative vs. absolute truths
Relative truths are statements or propositions that are true only relative to some standard or convention or point-of-view. Usually the standard cited is the tenets of one's own culture. Everyone agrees that the truth or falsity of some statements is relative: That the fork is to the left of the spoon depends on where one stands. Relativism entails that what is true varies across cultures and eras. 

Relative truths can be contrasted with absolute truths. The latter are statements or propositions that are taken to be true for all cultures and all eras

3) Core vs. dispositional beliefs

Beliefs are sometimes divided into core beliefs (those which you may be actively thinking about) and dispositional beliefs (those which you may ascribe to but have never previously thought about). For example, if asked 'do you believe tigers wear pink pyjamas ?' a person might answer that they do not, despite the fact they may never have thought about this situation before.

   4) Honesty, the quality of being honest, is a value which can be defined in multiple ways. In the context of human communication, people are generally said to be honest when they tell the truth to the best of their knowledge and do not hide what they know or think. Apart from being truthful, honesty is also generally thought to involve abstaining from unfair behavior, such as stealing or cheating on a test.
5) A lie is a statement that is untrue, when the falsity of the statement is known or suspected by the speaker. Depending on definitions, a lie can be a genuine falsehood or a selective truth, a lie by omission, or even the truth if the intention is to deceive or to cause an action not in the listener's interests.

The Task: Once they have taken a minute to read through these definitions, each group will be assigned to one definition.  Allow students 10-15 minutes to consider their assigned definition and to come up with an example.  So one group would write both a subjective and an objective truth, one group a relative and an absolute truth, etc.  The “honesty” group would be asked to devise something that, while not necessarily true, they must believe is honest.  Something that, without concrete proof, they could honestly believe.  An example of this might be “Santa Claus is real.”  Check that groups are truly considering the definitions and discussing why what they are using as an example fits their particular definition.    

Sharing Ideas: After groups have completed, have each group chose a presenter.  Each presenter should stand up and explain their example to the rest of the class.  Allow the class to question their example, contribute their own input, etc.  If any time remains, allow students to ask questions and encourage classroom discussion.

Additional Note: I chose the definitions from Wikipedia.com primarily because of their depth, but students would be encouraged to refer to dictionaries and also to ask questions.  Questioning is, after all, what this lesson is primarily about.  
Day 2- Identifying truths

To Begin: Ask students to take out the list of definitions they were provided with yesterday.  Today they will be shown four short film clips.  These clips will be as follows:

1) 5 minutes of Nanook of the North, a 1922 documentary about the life of Inuit people      
2) 5 minutes of Land Without Bread, Louis Bunuel’s bizarre 1933 mockumentary about the people of La Hordes.   
3) 5 minutes of Waking Life, a philosophical cartoon
4) 5 minutes of a local news broadcast
After each clip, have students jot down which definition (or definitions, if any) of truth they feel are present in the clip. Give them a minute or two after the lights come back on to finish up any notes they have taken.  
The Task: Have students break into groups (the same groups as yesterday would work fine).  In groups, ask them to discuss what they came up with.  Allow this to go on for a little under 10 minutes.  
Sharing Ideas: Begin with the first clip and work your way around the groups having each student input a bit to the discussion.  See what variants of truth came up, and encourage students to contest, consider, and discuss.  End the class by revealing the true nature of Land Without Bread.  This will get them thinking about deception.  As homework, ask them to look up and respond with examples in their online journals to the words deception and spin.  

Additional Note: Though this comprises my two day lesson plan, when students come in and begin to watch Farmingville on the third day, they will be asked to utilize this knowledge by picking out examples that fit these definitions.  They will be asked to consider who in the film speaks truth, who speaks from belief, any lies that they feel are present, the various types of truth observed, information spinning, etc.            
