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tHemes

“If you do something good it can spread in circles like the rings on water.” –Hilde Back

A Small Act demonstrates that a small contribution can impact countless lives and argues that each of us 
has the ability and responsibility to create change. With a focus on the circular connection between access 
to education and poverty, and the ways that gender and geography can determine opportunity, the film 
examines the role of individual responsibility in addressing seemingly intractable challenges.

The film explores the following themes:
Global History
Geography
economics
culture
people, places and environments
Individuals, Groups and Institutions
power, authority, and Governance
Global connections
civic Ideas and practices

WHY We pIcKed tHIs movIe

Film is a powerful medium that can inform, entertain, educate and serve as a catalyst for social change. This 
season, the Tribeca Youth Screening Series is focusing on documentaries produced by HBO, a company 
with a strong history of creating films that tackle the most critical, and at times controversial, social issues 
of our times. Films such as A Small Act have been chosen for their educational relevance, but also for their 
cinematic merits, and provide students with access to documentary films, filmmakers, and subject matter 
not typically explored in mainstream Hollywood fare. In the process, they are introduced to new places and 
new ideas, and experience innovative approaches to storytelling that highlight and reinforce the skills and 
themes they are studying in their English Language Arts and Social Studies classes.

preparInG Your class

Preparing students to be critical viewers is different than just having them watch a film. Critical viewing is 
about being able to examine the information that a film is giving you and ask meaningful questions about the 
information that you receive. One key step is having students read and complete the activities in the Study 
Guide (which they will receive at the screening). The following pre-screening activities will help your students 
engage with the film as critical viewers and prepare them to be active participants at the screening event 
and in the classroom work you do surrounding the film.

for teacHers
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pre-screenInG actIvItIes

dIscussIon QuestIons

In preparation for viewing the film, have your students discuss the following questions:

What do you think of when you think of Africa? • 

What is more important, giving money or giving hope?• 

What does charity mean? Who does charity benefit? What are the possible hazards of charity?• 

What responsibility do we have to give? • 

Is there a difference between charity and activism? What is the difference? Is one more valuable • 
than the other?

Chris Mburu states in the film: “I would like these kids to be educated…because once you have a • 
society that is very, very ignorant, it becomes the breeding ground for violence…for misinformation…
for intolerance.” Do you agree with the film’s assertion that education is a life or death issue? Why?

Do you think that making positive changes in your own community can have an impact on the • 
global community? In what ways? Give an example of small acts that you have witnessed that have 
had a big impact.

Improving access to quality education is not just an issue in Africa. There is currently a major debate • 
happening in the United States about how we can make our schools better. As a student, what can 
you do to improve the quality of education for your school community?

What is a documentary film? How does it different from a narrative film? If a film is a documentary, • 
does that mean that it is depicting the “truth”?

How are film and activism connected? Does film have the potential to make change? As a filmmaker, • 
what are the challenges inherent in trying to move your audience to take action?

researcH In advance

Goal: To help your students prepare to view A Small Act by having them research and review key terms and 
film vocabulary
time: 30-60 minutes

KEY TERMS
Kenya 
the Holocaust
united nations
Human rights
refugee
International development
colonialism
stereotype
charity
social responsibility 

FILM VOCABULARY
documentary film
narrative film
director
film crew
editing
score
archive footage
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pre-screenInG actIvItIes

asKInG Good QuestIons

Goal: As critical viewers, your students will have the opportunity to participate in a discussion about the film 
after the screening. The following activity will help them prepare questions in advance.
time: 45-60 minutes

Share the summary of the film with your class as well as the discussion questions, key terms and film • 
vocabulary.

Divide students into teams of approximately 5 students each.• 

Each team has 10 minutes to develop three questions, one from each of the following categories: • 
Themes, Key Terms, How or Why the Film was Made.

The class reconvenes and a point person from each team shares out the three questions they have • 
developed.

From all of the questions presented, the class selects two questions from each category to bring • 
to the screening. (Optional: for screenings with an interactive Q&A, the class might also choose to 
identify a student or students who will present the questions to the filmmakers, in order to ensure 
that your class is represented).

GraffItI Wall

Goal: To engage young audiences in the viewing experience by having them think about what they expect 
to see in a film. Through the following activity, students will brainstorm words and ideas that they expect to 
encounter in A Small Act.
time: 60-75 minutes
supplies needed: Roll of kraft paper and washable markers

Create your Graffiti Wall: Hang a large piece of kraft paper across one wall of the classroom.• 

Share the summary of the film with your class and ask them to think about what the expect to see • 
or learn in the film.

Divide the class into teams and give them 5-10 minutes to write as many terms, themes, subjects • 
and ideas as they can on the graffiti wall.

When the class reconvenes, review the results. Are there themes and terms that are repeated? Is • 
there anything missing that should be added? What trends are appearing?

Ask the students to keep the results from the graffiti wall in mind when they watch the film and to • 
consider where their assumptions were correct and where the film provided surprises.

When the class returns from the screening, revisit the graffiti wall and discuss how their • 
preconceptions about the film compare to what they actually experienced at the screening. What 
did they get right? What was off the mark? How do stereotypes about subjects like Africa, charity 
and poverty influence the assumptions we make? Did they play a part in this activity? How?
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oBJectIve

This activity is designed to engage the students as active audience members and critical viewers and 
challenge them to examine their own assumptions about students from cultures that appear different from 
their own. Students will be able to:

Identify and understand the themes and messages of the film.• 

Engage with the film’s material as active viewers.• 

Examine their own assumptions and stereotypes associated with the film’s subjects.• 

Use the creative writing assignments to make connections between their own experiences and the experiences of the • 
Kenyan students in the film.

materIals

Large kraft paper, dry erase board or chalk board
Markers (optional)
Composition paper
Pens or pencils

prepare

Introduce the Preparing Your Class: Discussion Questions before you attend the screening, and record the 
students’ responses. This feedback will be revisited during the lesson and will provide the jumping-off point 
for further discussions.

outlIne

1. Introduction
Begin by discussing the screening of A Small Act and the students’ experience of the film. Ask a volunteer to provide a brief summary 
of the story of the film. Revisit the pre-screening Discussion Questions and the Critical Viewing Reflection (found in the Study Guide) 
and review the class’s responses to those questions. Examine how their preconceptions about the film compare to what they actually 
experienced and learned at the screening. What did they get right? What was off the mark? How do stereotypes about subjects like 
Africa, charity and poverty influence the assumptions we make? 

2. active viewing: Brainstorming activity 
Working in teams or as a class, collectively brainstorm about what the students saw, heard and understood from A Small Act. This 
activity will focus on the storyline in the film that follows the experiences of the three children from the Mukubu primary school—
Kimani, Ruth, and Caroline—and will examine the differences between the assumptions we make about the lives of children in other 
cultures and what conclusions we can actually draw from the evidence provided in the film and from our research.

Use this process as an opportunity to explore students’ own preconceptions about the children in Kenya and how the film challenged 
or reinforced those assumptions. This is also an opportunity to discover areas of common experience based on evidence that they 
observed from the film. Use the questions below as a guide and encourage them to give as many specific answers as they can for each 
question. Have a volunteer record all of the responses on the board or on a large piece of kraft paper.

  The film followed the lives of three children from the Mukubu primary school: Kimani, Ruth, and Caroline. Based on what • 
you saw in the film, how would you describe each student and their community? What are their homes like? What kind of 
environment do they live in? Describe the landscape in deta il (ex. Did you see buildings, trees, animals, cars, etc.)

 What is the classroom space like in the Mukubu primary school? Where is it located and how do the students get there?• 

 What educational resources do the students in the film have available to them?• 

 What subjects do they study?• 

 What responsibilities do Kimani, Ruth, and Caroline have outside of school?• 

 Do the responsibilities and opportunities for girls differ from that of boys in the Kenyan school? If so, in what ways?• 

 What is the Kenya Certificate of Primary Education (KCPE) exam and why is it important to the students?• 

post-screenInG lesson plan optIons
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  In the film Chris Mburu and the Hilde Back Foundation Board of Directors discuss the fact that the test scores for the KCPE • 
were lower that year for students across Kenya than in previous years. What were some of the causes that were given in the 
film?

  What political events were occurring in the country during the time of the filming and what impact did they have on the • 
lives of the students?

  What opportunities does the Hilde Back Scholarship provide for students? Based on what was stated in the film, what • 
challenges do children face who don’t have access to a scholarship for secondary school?

 What were some of the professions that the scholarship recipients said they wanted to pursue as adults?• 

3. making connections
Review the responses from the Brainstorming Activity with the class and discuss what they have observed. What conclusions can be 
drawn about the lives of the students from the Mukubu primary school from the evidence provided in the film, and what similarities 
and differences do the students observe in comparison with their own life? The following questions can be used as writing prompts or 
as the foundation for a group reflection with the entire class.

  In what ways are the school community and educational experience of the students in the film similar to your own? How are • 
they different? Give examples.

 What factors do you think contribute to the similarities and disparities between your experiences?• 

  What do your observations suggest about long-term opportunities for each community of students? Do think the students • 
in Kenya have the same hopes and dreams for their lives that you and your classmates have? Why?

  At the end of the film, Kimani says, “Now I have been given the scholarship. Now the burden is on me to work hard.”  • 
What do you think he meant by that?

  Based on what you observed in the film, what are the fundamental challenges for the students at the Mukubu School and • 
how are they similar or different from the challenges that you face as a student in your school? 

  Before viewing the film, did you expect to find any commonalities between the lives of students in Kenya and your own life? • 
Did the film change your assumptions about what life in Kenya might be like? In what ways?

4. creative Writing activity
Using the Brainstorming Activity and Making Connections questions references and guiding questions, have the students develop 
two one-page essays describing “a day in the life.” The first essay will be written from their own perspective, and the second from the 
perspective of a student at the Mukubu School.

a daY In tHe lIfe: creatIve WrItInG assIGnment

assignment 1:
What is it like to be a student in the United States? How would you describe a typical school day to a student in Kenya? Write a 
one-page essay that follows the story of your day from the moment you wake up in the morning until you go to bed at night. What 
experiences do you have? Who do you meet? What challenges or successes do you encounter? Think creatively but be factual in your 
descriptions. Include plenty of detail and try to answer as many of the guiding questions listed below as possible.

assignment 2:
Now imagine that you are a student at the Mukubu School in Kenya—what would a day in your life look like? Using the film as a guide, 
write a one-page essay that describes what a typical day would be like for you if you were a Kenyan student. Use your creativity but 
be careful not to revert to stereotypes or make assumptions that cannot be supported by the evidence provided in the film and our 
own research. Include plenty of detail and try to answer as many of the guiding questions listed below as possible.

5. reflection
After the students have completed their essays, ask for volunteers who would like to share their stories. Discuss the impact that the 
film and the activity had on their assumptions about life in Kenya. Also review how the process may have changed their perspective on 
their own school community. Collect the essays and display them in the classroom or on a bulletin board with a summary of the film.

post-screenInG lesson plan optIons
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reflectIon JournalInG

“If you do something good, it can spread in circles like the rings on water.” –Hilde Back

In the film Jane Wanjiru Muigai says, “Whoever saved Hilde Back, saved many people.” Ask students to think 
of a small act of generosity that someone has done for them in the past and have them write a free form 
journal entry in which they examine some (or all) of the following questions: 

What impact did this act have on their life? • 

Did it shape the way they saw themselves, their community, the world? • 

What influence, if any, did this act have on choices that they make and person they are today?• 

What small acts of generosity have they made for others or what contribution would they like to • 
make in the future that are inspired by the generosity that they experienced?

socIal responsIBIlItY and responsIBle GIvInG

“I don’t want the kids in this village to feel that the Hilde Back education fund is only giving them 
money—I want them to feel it is giving them hope.” –Chris Mburu, Founder Hilde Back Education Fund

The small contribution that Hilde Back made each year had a huge impact on the life of Chris Mburu. In 
response, he is having an impact on the lives of children in his country, not just by providing them with 
money but providing them with opportunities to achieve their dreams. How can we know what kind of 
impact our own small acts might have? How can we best serve a cause we believe in? Where do our 
contributions go? Have students identify an organization or charity that they would like to volunteer with, 
raise awareness about or contribute to and create a report that describes the work they do and the impact 
that they make. Student should consider:

What is the organization’s mission statement?• 

What population or cause do they serve?• 

What improvements are they hoping to make?• 

What programs do they offer?• 

What percentage of the donations that they receive is used for their programs?• 

What successes have they had?• 

Have they received any criticism for their work? From whom and why?• 

What options do they have for me to participate in their cause?• 

Based on my research, will my contribution of time or resources have the impact that I am hoping • 
for?

these writing activities are meant to serve as a follow-up to the pre-screening activities and the 
lesson plan. assignments can be used as in-class writing activities, homework assignments, or the 

jumping off point for longer-term art, creative writing, or research projects.

GoInG furtHer
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Get Involved

What’s Your small act? 
The film is the centerpiece of a “What’s Your Small Act?” campaign designed to use the program to 
encourage people to participate in “small acts” in their own lives and communities. HBO in collaboration 
with Network for Good will be making “good cards” available to audiences at select regional screenings 
as well as to a number of viewers on a first come, first serve basis who are fans of the HBO Documentary 
Films Facebook page (facebook.com/hbodocs) or followers of HBO Documentary Films on Twitter (twitter.
com/hbodocs) on July 12th when A Small Act premieres on HBO. Recipients can redeem the $10 cards as 
donations to any of the 1.2 million causes listed on Network for Good. Visitors can also search the site easily 
for volunteer opportunities by zip code, learn more about Hilde Back Education fund and other causes they 
care about.

learn all the ways you can get involved in the “What’s Your small act?” campaign by visiting 
www.networkforgood.org/asmallact

We’d love to know how you are using these study guides in the classroom! 
Email youth@tribecafilminstitute.org to share lesson plans and ideas.

GoInG furtHer
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