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Discussion point 2
•  What is the second discussion point of the reading?
•  What is the author’s interpretation?
•  What evidence from the text has the author used to support/oppose this?
•   Where has the author gone beyond the text to analyse the reading? (What statement 

or which language indicates this?)
•  Is this analysis perceptive? If so, which language or sentence indicates this?
Discussion point 3
•  What is the third discussion point of the reading?
•  What is the author’s interpretation?
•  What evidence from the text has the author used to support/oppose this?
•   Where has the author gone beyond the text to analyse the reading? (What statement 

or which language indicates this?)
•  Is this analysis perceptive? If so, which language or sentence indicates this?
Conclusion
•  Has the author proven his/her argument?
•  What statement or which language substantiates this reading?
•   What overall idea or perception has the author reached in the conclusion of this 

essay?
•  Has he/she stayed focused on the texts and not gone off on a tangent?

Assessment exemplar (2)
Following is an assessment exemplar for Achievement Standard 91491 (Media Studies 3.2).

The exemplar was created from a task for individuals who have viewed the film In My 
Father’s Den.

It guides you through the skills required for Achievement Standard 91491 by completing a 
narrative and a technical reading of In My Father’s Den.

In My Father’s Den (2004)
‘Who you set out to be isn’t always who you become…’

Character list

Jeff Prior (the father)

Paul Prior

Andrew Prior

Ms Seagar

Celia Steimer

Penny Prior

Gareth

Jackie Steimer

Jonathan Prior
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Plot synopsis

A disillusioned war photographer rediscovers 
hope in a surprising friendship with a teenage 
girl who mysteriously disappears.

When his father dies, Paul Prior (Matthew 
MacFadyen), a disillusioned and battle-weary 
war photographer, decides to return home to 
an isolated, landlocked town in New Zealand. 
His brother, Andrew (Colin Moy), a local ostrich 
farmer, is caught off-guard by Paul’s sudden 
reappearance after 17 years. Worlds apart, they 
barely recognise each other.

Andrew, a religious man, pressures Paul into staying to help sort out the sale of their 
father’s cottage and the adjoining orchard.

Reluctantly revisiting the dilapidated family property, Paul rediscovers the old den, tucked 
away in the equipment shed. It belonged to his orchardist father, Jeff (Matthew 
Chamberlain), who, away from his puritanical wife Iris (Vanessa Riddell), had secretly 
harboured a love of wine, literature and freethinking philosophy. When Paul as a child 
had accidentally stumbled upon this wondrous, book-lined universe, he was invited to 
share his father’s secret, promising never to tell anyone about it.

Paul sets about clearing the den up and stumbles 
upon 16-year-old Celia (Emily Barclay) in the 
den. She has been using the derelict hideaway 
as a private haven to write stories and to fuel her 
dream of living in Europe, far away from the 
small town she longs to escape. Paul curtly 
sends her away, unaware that she is the daughter 
of his first girlfriend, Jackie (Jodie Rimmer), now 
the local butcher.

Paul’s former school principal persuades him 
to take up a temporary relief position at the 
local high school teaching journalism. Celia, 
who turns out to be one of his students, has a 
passion for writing and a thirst for experience 
of the world. Intrigued, Paul allows her to visit 
him at home. It isn’t long, however, before their 
growing friendship comes under scrutiny from 
a judgemental Andrew and an envious Jackie. 
The two are forbidden to see each other. Despite 
the warnings, Celia continues to visit and Paul 
encourages her ambitions as a writer.

L3 Media Studies SG.indb   55 16/01/14   10:53 am



56  AS 91491: Demonstrate understanding of the meaning of a media text through different readings

© ESA Publications (NZ) Ltd, Customer freephone: 0800-372 266

C
hapter 2

Then, in the middle of winter, Celia goes missing. Paul was the last to see her, but denies 
knowing her whereabouts. He faces not only mounting suspicion and violent threats from 
within the township itself, but also his own wavering doubts about his involvement with 
Celia. Paul, now concerned for Celia’s safety, admits she’d made him promise not to tell 
a soul about her ticket to Spain on the morning she went missing. When Jackie discovers 
a packed suitcase beneath Celia’s bed, along with a passport, the urgency of the police 
inquiry is increased. As the painful truth gradually emerges, Paul is forced to confront 
the family tragedy and betrayal that he ran from as a youth, and to face the grievous 
consequences of silence and secrecy that have surrounded his entire adult life.

Narrative reading for In My Father’s Den

Narrative reading – As an art film, In My Father’s Den is a gentle exploration of the 
characters’ lives in small-town New Zealand, and at the same time a slow-burning 
thriller examining the damage and the secrets that people often repress. Discuss how 
the techniques of a fractured narrative and damaged characters combine to create a 
compelling and emotive thriller.

The highlighted material in the essay that follows represents those parts of the answer that 
offer perceptive understanding and therefore establishes the essay as meeting the standard 
for an ‘Excellence’ grade.

In My Father’s Den, being an art film, concentrates on a group of 
damaged characters, their relationships and what caused them to 
be damaged initially. Art films have a tendency to use damaged 
characters. Often because such films are character driven, the 
characters themselves must have flaws and must be damaged 
for internal and external conflict to occur. Art films in this way 
directly oppose the Hollywood stock character, adding depth 
and meaning that otherwise would be missing from the narrative. 
Furthermore, the fractured narrative of the movie emulates the 
damage within the characters and plays to the slow-burn nature 
of the film.
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Although all the main characters in the film are damaged in some 
way, the issues of the lead character, Paul, are focused on most. 
All of the character’s issues either stem from or are impacted on 
by his damage. As a teenager, he walked in on his father having 
sex with his girlfriend, and this betrayal disgusted him. He felt 
that two people in his life that he should have been able to trust, 
his long-term girlfriend and his father, had both betrayed him. 
This damage caused him to take a completely different tack 
in life. Paul decides to become a war photographer overseas, 
escaping to Europe. In this job he experienced suffering every day 
in the hope that the atrocity of war would drown out or numb his 
internal anguish. Perhaps he hoped that by seeing death and pain 
every day he would be able to experience sensation greater than 
the betrayal he felt, thus healing him. Paul distances himself after 
his damage, by leaving his hometown and severing all ties with 
family and friends. He has trust issues and finds himself unable 
to develop proper relationships with anyone for fear of being hurt 
and betrayed once again. His father’s and girlfriend’s betrayal 
and also his mother’s suicide would be chips on Paul’s shoulder, 
ever-present reminders of how not to become close to anyone. 
This is harmful to Paul, as although he may not become damaged 
any further, without the cathartic experience of interacting with 
people, he will not be healed.

When Paul’s father dies, Paul has to return home and face the 
issues he has been hiding from himself for a long time. The 
audience becomes familiar with the convoluted web of betrayal 
and secrets and this helps them to understand Paul and how 
he became so damaged. Through the fractured narrative the 
audience is left wondering whether he knew all along that Celia 
was his sister. She is intelligent and interested in journalism, and 
she has the small-town complex of wanting to escape, like Paul. 
His coming home to his small hometown is a somewhat cathartic 
experience for him. He finally faces what he has been trying to 
run from for years.

The candidate offers 
perception as to how 
the character of Paul 
has been shaped and 
in turn shapes the 
narrative.
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He saw how her damage affected her and will maybe seek to 
be less damaged himself. By using the complicated character 
of Paul to lead the narrative along the path the film follows, the 
audience can follow the complicated nature of the plot. The 
audience can relate to some of the problems that Paul has, and 
recognise that he is a realistic character, without the perky non-
realism that Hollywood films bring. The damaged character brings 
about believability to the film, and a depth that would be missing 
without the melancholic characters.

Here the candidate 
discusses the impact/
effect of using a 
damaged character 
on the audience’s 
engagement with 
the film. They also 
place the character-
audience within 
the context of 
expectations shaped 
by an over-familiarity 
with Hollywood 
cinema.

The candidate here 
shows a broader 
understanding of 
the factors that have 
shaped the damaged 
character of Andrew, 
drawing in wider 
knowledge from 
outside the text. This 
includes making links 
to a psychological 
complex and 
religious beliefs.

The candidate 
considers the cultural 
context that informs 
implications within 
the narrative. This 
paragraph also 
compares the two 
male leads as to 
whose damage is 
more permanent.

Andrew, Paul’s brother, is another damaged character, and has 
an oedipal complex. As a child, he was extremely close to his 
mother, and after her suicide his issues developed. He eventually 
married a woman who closely resembles his mother. He tries to 
keep her safe and stop her from hurting herself in the way that 
his own mother did and, in doing so, imprisons her in her own 
home. He has found himself a woman who so closely resembles 
his mother that he feels satisfied in the sense that he finally has 
his mother back. However, his animosity could be jealousy 
towards his perceived rivals. He struggles with his strong Catholic 
beliefs, and perhaps by marrying a woman so similar to his 
mother he feels he is giving her a second chance to live without 
committing the mortal sin of suicide. Surrounded by morally 
corrupt people in the town, he feels animosity towards them and 
perhaps feels like he is the only moral person in the town.

Paul is not irreparable. His damage is caused almost entirely by 
his circumstance, and in this sense is a true ‘damaged’ character. 
This means that his problems could be solved by care and 
affection from someone. Perhaps had Celia lived, the two of them 
could have been able to sort out their problems and help each 
other to return to normality. Paul is definitely in a better position 
at the end of the film than he was at the start, as he is now 
acknowledging his problems. Andrew is irreparable. Although it 
appears that Andrew tries to repair his damage rather than fleeing 
as Paul does, on a deeper level it is the opposite. Paul flees to 
another country and deals with his pain in his own way, but 
eventually comes home and deals with his problems on a journey 
of self-discovery, for which Celia is the catalyst. Andrew, however, 
sweeps the problems under the rug in a display of New Zealand 
staunchness and ‘she’ll-be-right’ attitude, eventually finding that 
his problems have not stayed hidden away as he would have 
liked, causing a lot of sorrow in the process.
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Media Studies 3.8
NCEA Level 3 Media Studies material covered in the following chapter prepares you for 
assessment against Achievement Standard 91497 (Media Studies 3.8) ‘Write a media text 
to meet the requirements of a brief’.

This Achievement Standard follows on from Achievement Standard 91255 (Media Studies 
2.8), and can be assessed in conjunction with Achievement Standards 91494 and 91495 
(Media Studies 3.5 and 3.6).

Assessment
Your teacher may set this as a stand-alone assessment not to be used in conjunction with 
the two Level 3 production standards, offering an alternate brief such as writing a film 
review or copy for a print advertisement.

Achievement criteria

Achievement Achievement with Merit
Achievement with 

Excellence

Write a media text to meet 
the requirements of a brief. 

Write a convincing 
media text to meet the 
requirements of a brief. 

Write a compelling 
media text to meet the 
requirements of a brief. 

‘Write a media text to meet the requirements of a brief’ involves writing a media text for 
print, web, broadcast or moving image media applying media conventions as outlined by 
a brief. This will include using the writing and media conventions of this type of media 
text and specific medium with control. ‘With control’ means the writing and media 
conventions are applied consistently throughout the written text.

‘Write a convincing media text to meet the requirements of a brief’ involves writing a 
media text for print, web, broadcast or moving image media deliberately selecting and 
applying media conventions as outlined by a brief. This will include using writing and 
media conventions of this type of media text and specific medium to engage an audience. 
To be convincing the media text should – depending on the text and medium chosen – 
engage the audience through consistent and specific choice and use of writing and media 
conventions.

‘Write a compelling media text to meet the requirements of a brief’ involves writing a 
media text for print, web, broadcast or moving image media effectively selecting and 
applying media conventions as outlined by a brief. This will include using writing and 
media conventions of this type of media text and specific medium to capture audience 
attention. To be compelling the media text should capture and hold the audience’s 
attention through consistent and effective choice and use of writing and media 
conventions, depending on the text and medium chosen.

Writing a script

ChAPTER

7
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This chapter focuses primarily on creating a script for a short film, the design of which 
is assessed against Achievement Standard 91494 (Media Studies 3.5). The script will be 
used in the creation of a short film, assessed against Achievement Standard 91495 (Media 
Studies 3.6), but advice and guidance are also given for alternative media products. Your 
teacher might choose an alternative media text, such as a feature article, opinion/editorial 
column, review or media release.
 This chapter discusses:
•  what is involved in scriptwriting
•  how to write a script
•  how to make a script compelling
•  the documents required in the script portfolio.

Considerations for scripting
You will be given a brief that provides an outline for the media text you have to write. 
The brief provides guidance on the type of media product, the intended audience and the 
format of the media text. Other information that might be available and that could provide 
some guidance includes the genre of the media text, the duration/length of the media 
product and any information that must be included in the media product.

An open brief provides you with a great deal of freedom to work towards your own 
interests and strengths. However, it can also create more room for indecision, which 
can make it difficult to meet important deadlines. If indecision becomes an issue, check 
out the most recent competition details of the 48 Hour Film Challenge. The challenge 
provides teams of filmmakers with compulsory details for a character, a prop and a line 
of dialogue. This format is a good starting point for a character and story that would suit a 
short film format. There is also a selection of genres that you can choose from.

In this chapter, two briefs are used to illustrate concepts and help you develop your own 
script. The first brief is for a character called either Sam or Samantha – this brief is worked 
out from idea to exemplar script by the end of the chapter so you can see the progression. 
The second brief is for a character called either Dan or Danielle – this brief is used in the 
activities to help you develop your own short film script.

Example
Write a script for a 4–8-minute short film intended for a teenage audience and 
screened at a film festival held at a school.
There are certain mandatory components which will help you craft the script.
 Character:  Sam/Samantha Stone (a coward)
 Prop:   A cell phone
 Line of dialogue: ‘Not that we’re keeping score.’
 Genre:   Buddy comedy

The above brief provides a great deal of information for the type of script and eventual 
media product you are likely to create.
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Media product Short film – likely to be fiction, as the genre is buddy comedy.

Audience Teenagers – or rather fellow students. As the film could be shown 
in a school-based film festival, there is the likelihood of adults 
being present, namely parents and teachers. This should signal to 
you the appropriate language and tone you would want for the 
script.

Duration 4–8 minutes – This is actually very important. First, one page 
of script loosely translates to one minute of screen time once 
the setting, characters and relationships are established, as well 
as leaving enough time for action, cutaway shots and scene 
transitions. More importantly, this duration tells us the final 
film is not a feature film. Therefore, it should simply capture a 
moment or vignette of life. This means you instantly limit the 
number of characters and locations, making the production more 
manageable. A short film can still be compelling (excellence 
criteria) given these parameters. In fact, it could help it become 
so because having more characters and locations can make the 
script and resulting media product cumbersome.

Genre Buddy comedy – Understanding this may require some research, 
but the phrase provides some valuable information immediately. 
Firstly, the term ‘buddy’ instantly suggests two characters. Any 
more characters may compromise the comedic interplay between 
the two main characters. Thinking outside the box, the script 
could feature one person and a second character which is an 
inanimate object – a teddy bear, the cell phone prop, a sock – 
and this juxtaposition would help create the humour needed 
for comedy. Comedy can be very hard to achieve – it’s as much 
about the joke as it is about the timing. To help achieve comedy 
you could try to find two friends who have a natural chemistry 
that would translate well on film. Natural chemistry is the level 
of comfort two people have with one another and the verbal/
physical back and forth relationship they have, which will inform 
the script.

Character Sam/Samantha Stone – this is not a gender-confused buddy 
comedy in and of itself (though if you’re stuck for ideas, it could 
be). The character’s name allows you freedom to cast either a 
male or female in this role. Having specific gendered names 
like Laura could cause problems if you have limited access to 
actresses. The character type of ‘coward’ creates the immediate 
set-up: this script is about Sam/Samantha facing up to something 
he/she is afraid of. This provides a narrative resolution which 
is manageable for a short film. In this instance it is a cowardly 
character who must overcome their fear in order to succeed.

As for props – (a cell phone) and line of dialogue (‘Not that we’re keeping score.’) from 
the above brief – these do not have to be tremendously significant in the final script, but 
they should both be present in the film.
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Following is a brief for you to create a media product. You need to break down the 
requirements of the brief in order to meet a significant aspect of the achievement criteria 
for Achievement Standard 91497. Use the model provided above to develop information 
contained in the brief about audience, duration, genre and character.

Activity: Breaking down the brief

Write a script for a 4–8-minute short film intended for a predominantly teenage 
audience with a large number of adults present. The film is to be screened at the final 
graduation or leavers’ assembly at the end of the year and should reflect the spirit of 
your year group.
There are certain mandatory components which will help you craft the script.
 Character:   Daniel/Danielle Hill (an optimist)
 Prop:    A diary
 Line of dialogue: ‘I thought you’d be taller.’
 Genre:    Road movie

Getting started
Returning to the brief provided in the Example on page 227, what is the story about?

So far we have Sam/Samantha Stone, who is a coward who must overcome something 
and face his/her fear.

Having decided to use the male character, we decide Sam wants to break up with his 
girlfriend Carolyn, yet is afraid of her reaction.

Building in the buddy element
Sam is talking about the break-up with his best friend, Dean, and together they are 
looking at the options Sam has in order to do this.

Activity: What’s the story?

Now that you have broken down the components of the Dan/Danielle brief, write the 
components of the story in one sentence.
Note: The focus may be less on the character type of optimist and more on the prop of 
the diary and/or the road movie genre.
Then write the sentence with more detail once you have decided on the gender of 
Daniel/Danielle and how to build in the components of the brief.
Note: Being a road movie does not immediately determine if this is comedy or drama. 
In fact this allows some freedom to mix up the tone to suit your writing style.

Building in the comedy element
In the story about Sam, Dean is the first opportunity for humour. He is being asked for 
advice. His advice can be as ridiculous and outrageous as you wish. He can mock Sam 
for something as simple as being unable to break up with a girl. Secondly, the options 
about how to break up can be ridiculous and outrageous, yet also how they are handled 
could add humour. Thirdly, Carolyn, Sam’s girlfriend, wants him to break up with her all 
along; she has not initiated a break-up because she didn’t want to be the bad guy. This 
juxtaposition is ironic: the humour comes from all of the obvious deliberation and effort 
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Sam has put into this decision, only to have it undermined at the last minute. All that is 
left is the reaction from Sam or Dean, which could provide humour.

Further research
To get the comedic tone and the interplay of characters right, it is a good idea to look at 
the conventions of comedy as well as at examples of good two-character comedy. Sitcoms 
are a great place to start – they are easy to locate on television, accessible regardless of 
season or episode and shorter to watch than a whole film. Strong examples of this are 
Two and a Half Men, The Big Bang Theory and The New Girl. An excellent non-sitcom 
example is Harvey and Mike in the legal drama/comedy Suits.

First of all, comedy has certain conventions. These include:

The ‘fish out of 
water’

A character outside his or her natural environment. The humour 
comes from how the character tries to adapt to the new environment. 
Usually miscommunication and misunderstanding are the focal 
points for jokes or humour. An obvious situation involves a new 
student at school who is trying to cope with the new environment 
and people, yet makes mistakes along the way.
For this script the ‘fish out of water’ is Sam, as he is very 
apprehensive of breaking up with Carolyn. His adaptation or journey 
as a character will be seen in the options he runs through with Dean 
on how to actually carry out the break-up.

The running 
joke

A recurring character, character feature or situation that is not the 
focus of the main narrative yet crops up for humorous purpose every 
now and then. This could be an exaggerated character trait or saying 
like Joey’s phrase ‘how you doin’ from Friends. Never integral to 
the plot, the running joke appears often to humanise characters, as 
people have idiosyncrasies which others find funny.
In this script, one running joke is Sam’s indecision as to whether or 
not to break up with Carolyn. However, one other joke that appears 
is the constant reference to one of the actor’s hairstyles. Of course, 
this would not work if the actor had short, tamed hair, but at the time 
of writing the script, the candidate knew who would be cast as the 
characters and found the writing process easier writing for someone 
known, as opposed to blind-writing. The actor agreed to the use of 
the running joke.
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