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Introduction: Students at SL and HL carry out research into a chosen area of film focus, identifying and 

comparing two films from within that area and presenting their discoveries as a recorded multimedia 

comparative study. Each student submits the following for assessment. 

- A recorded multimedia comparative study (10 minutes maximum). 

- A list of all sources used. 

For this exercise, students will investigate the following: 

Area of film focus Film 1 Film 2 Topic for comparative 
study 

Genre: Drama - Coming 
of Age 

Billy Elliot (2000), UK Whale Rider (2002), NZ The representation of 
generational conflict 
and resolution through 
mise-en-scene, framing 
and composition, 
familiar image, themes, 
symbols and motifs. 

 

Definition: Coming of Age films are a sub-genre or hybrid of either drama or comedy. These are stories 

that deal with the passage from youth into adulthood.  Well known examples include 'Stand by Me' 

1986) and My Girl (1991) or popular television series like ‘The Wonder Years’, ‘Happy Days’ or ‘Malcolm 

in the Middle’.  These stories share common attributes such as a rite of passage, conflict with a member 

of an older generation or sexual identification or experimentation.  Generally, these films are of interest 

to adults, adolescents and to some extent preteens.  However, the cinematic approach used to tell these 

stories can vary greatly depending on the cultural context and socio-economic factors such as Economic, 

Geographical, Historical, Institutional, Political, Social and Technological. 

Summary of Chosen Films 

Billy Elliot (Stephen Daldry, 2000) – Set in a coal mining town of northern United Kingdom during the 

miner’s strike (1983-1985), a talented young boy becomes torn between his unexpected love of dance 

and the disintegration of his family (IMDB). 

Whale Rider (Niki Caro, 2002) – Set in a small, Maori community of coastal New Zeeland, a young Maori 

girl fights to fulfill a destiny her grandfather refuses to recognize (IMDB). 

Similarities and differences 

Similarities: Both films deal with a young protagonist who are struggling for acceptance by an elder.  

Both portray strong conflict between two generations and both include a protagonist that is unique in 

some way.  Both films are set in unique, geographical locations and times with distinct cultural 

references necessary to move the narrative forward.  Both films were released only two years apart, 

they are post millennium and based on fiction.  Both are primarily English language productions.  Both 

protagonists are challenging the cultural expectations of male dominated society.  Both antagonists are 



older males that are somehow damaged or worn.  Both settings are portrayed as being in a state of 

decline.  The themes of family, tradition and confinement are also shared. 

Differences: One film is about a young boy and the other a young girl.  One is set in northern UK and the 

other in New Zeeland.  One is set in a specific period of history while the other is timeless.  One is driven 

by an industrial centered society while the second is ancestral centered. 

Preparation process 

The Course Guide reads “The early stages of this task require students to carry out research into film 

concepts, theories, practices and ideas that interest and excite them, and that will ensure maximum 

potential for meeting the needs of the assessment task criteria. From this research, they identify the 

task components for a recorded multimedia comparative study.” 

Watching the film (what to look for) 

The class will watch both films together.  In each film, note the times when the protagonist and elder 

interact and star each interaction that is a conflict.  In both films, these conflicts become increasingly 

serious and occur closer together.  Each of these conflict situations are portrayed in a specific way using 

specific cinematic tools and techniques.  These include (but are not limited to) Camerawork, Lighting, 

Costume, Set, Location, Sound, Script, Acting, Editing, Framing and Composition, Themes and Motifs.  

Note as many of these as you can. 

Researching the film (what to look for) 

For both films, prepare as much background to the films as you can keeping a careful record of your 

sources.  The information to seek includes (but is not limited to) the Sociocultural Context, Target 

Audience, Film Criticism and Scholarship, Generic Expectations and Directorial Intention. 

Production process 

The next step is to begin production of a 10 minute multimedia production presenting your comparative 

analysis.  You must use a prepared script with your own voice-over narration.  You may not appear in 

your footage.  You may use any still or moving images and you must give equal time to each of the films 

in your comparison.  You must also create a list of sources cited in your presentation. 

Script (write and record) 

You are responsible for a ten minute narrative that will be accompanied by supporting visuals and 

source citations.  Begin your script by naming and the chosen film focus and defining it remembering to 

name the source.  DO NOT quote Wikipedia.  Next, name and give a brief summary of the two chosen 

films and explain why they these into the chosen focus (in this case, genre).  For the remainder of the 

script, you will compare and contrast each film’s representation of the conflict between the protagonist 

and their elder.  You will use as many concrete examples of cinematic story telling as possible, being 

sure to link these to one more of the contexts listed above.  It is important to be sure to give equal time 

to each film. Be mindful that you only have 10 minutes for the presentation.  Be sure to write this in a 

formal voice, writing in third person wherever possible.  Do not write “When I saw the film …” of “I think 

that this means…”.  Rather, write “In looking at the film, one can see…” or “The intended meaning of the 

director is …”.   



Paper Edit (using a word processor) 

A paper edit is a chronological list of what is shown and heard in the presentation.  It includes narration 

to be spoken (with approximate timing), a description of any images and effects (with timing) and any 

film sequences to be shown (with timing).  Make certain to note any source citations on screen and that 

these are also referenced in your sources list.  This will save time in the next stage. 

Presentation Production (Premier Pro CS 5.5) 

Using Premier Pro, you will create a 10 minute presentation, in wide screen format, beginning with a 10 

second black slate with white text.  This slate will contain the following text: 

Task Components 

Area of film focus: 

- Film genre - sub-genre ‘Drama - Coming of age’ 

Two Films of comparison: 

- Billy Elliot (2000), UK 

- Whale Rider (2002), NZ 

Chosen Topic 

- Representation of generational conflict 

The presentation must use the narrative voice over of the candidate.  The presentation can use a side-

by-side or individual frame format but it must contain images, graphics or scenes from the film or 

supportive set photography or behind the scenes images.  The time devoted to each film must be equal 

and one film should not be favored over the other. 

The representation of the initial conflict 

    
Billy Elliot – Father - Billy confrontation       Whale Rider – Grandfather – Paikea confrontation 

Both of the above stills are taken from scenes when the conflict has reached a climax.  On the left, Billy’s 

father has just learned that Billy has been spending his boxing money on ballet classes.  On the right, 

Paikea’s grandfather has just caught her using the warrior sticks and techniques reserved for males.  In 

each of the stills, the dominant figures are positioned in the upper right third in a medium shot with a 

slight upward angle indicating their dominance.  The protagonists are both positioned in the bottom left 

third and are intentional out of focus.  Both their positions and lack of focus also indicating their 

submissive status at this point in the film.  However, the mise-en-scene in each film differs greatly.  In 

Billy Elliot, the confrontation is taking place ‘interior’ in the cramped setting of the family kitchen, 

surrounded by dirty dishes and foodstuffs, indicating the family’s poverty, social status and feeling of 

confinement.  Although not visible in this still, the grandmother is also sitting at the table and is 



sympathetic to Billy.  In Whale Rider, the confrontation is ‘exterior’ in the open area behind the ancestral 

community center.  It is a beautiful setting and the framing also includes one of the male students in the 

background.  Although he is further away, he is in focus like the grandfather, indicating his sympathy 

with the dominant figure.  Further adding to the dominant portrayal, the grandfather is wearing the 

whale tooth which will become a very important symbol to be passed on to the next leader. 

The narrative structure 

Both films utilize restricted narration.  However, in Billy Elliot, the story unfolds to us as things happen 

and characters interact.  This linear narrative reveals to us only what Billy experiences, when it happens 

to him.  In Whale Rider, a voice over is used to narrate the story but also through the experiences of the 

protagonist.  The voice over technique places the protagonist both behind us as a voice and before us as 

a character and provides an almost spiritual aura that leaves us guessing what happened to her right up 

to the last scene. 

The theme of confinement 

Often part of a ‘coming of age’ film involves the pretense that the protagonist is held back, confined or 

blocked in some way.  In both these films, the protagonists want something but are held back.  In both 

films this is communicated to us through dialogue as well as cinematically through setting and frame 

composition.  Both films portray the protagonist as wanting something that is contrary to the norm, 

tradition or the culture.  However, both protagonists have an inner ‘calling’ that they have no control 

over. 

   

In Billy Elliot, the theme of confinement can be seen in the physical barriers that are evident in the 

frame composition.  On the left we see the antagonist watching Billy as if through the bars as if 

observing a caged animal.  On the right we see Billy himself, during the angry dance scene, physically 

fighting with the walls around him.  This powerful image clearly indicates that Billy is trapped and 

desperate to get out. 

   



In Whale Rider, it is the sea that confines everyone.  The source of life I also a physical barrier that is 

omnipresent throughout the film.  On the left it is presented to us as larger than life, stretching from 

one end of the frame to the other.  On the right, we are shown Paikea as small and diminutive in 

comparison with the sea in the back ground.  The gate in the foreground is open, but there is nowhere 

for Paikea to go.  She is confined by nature. 

Symbols and motifs 

    

      

   

Billy Elliot- Boxing gloves and Ballet slippers. 

In Billy Elliot, the boxing gloves represent the and expectation Billy will follow in his father’s footsteps 

and succeed in boxing.  Indeed, all the males of the town are expected to box and Billy is no different.  

However, when the gloves are shown, they are either around his neck like a yoke or on his hands like 

dead weights.  They are a burden and represent a form of shackle or bondage.  There is a respect due 

them as they had belonged to his father and Billy is mindful of this.  However, when these are on him or 

around his neck, he is not happy.  Compare this to the scenes depicting the ballet slippers and we can 

see that Billy is a different person.  He is happy and alive and literally flying through the air with joy.  The 

ballet slippers therefore represent freedom from the shackles of the gloves. 

 



      

     

    

Whale Rider – The Paikea statue, the Whale tooth and the rope. 

In whale rider, the statue of the mythical figure of Paikea on the boat and on the entrance to the 

community center is a familiar image usually shown as a transitional frame between scenes.  It is to 

remind us that for this community, the spirit of Paikea is alive and watching over the residents, still 

playing an important role in their destiny.  It is also a strong foreshadowing of the movie’s climax and 

eventual resolution. 

The whale’s tooth that is around the grandfather’s neck symbolizes his status as leader of the 

community.  However, like the boxing gloves in Billy Elliot, it has become a burden to him as he is 

desperate to be relieved of the responsibility.  His own first born son, Paikea’s father, rejected the role 

and the grandfather is forced to look elsewhere for a new leader.  When the candidate all fail to retrieve 

the whale’s tooth from the sea, it lays at the bottom until it is eventually retrieved by Paikea.  This is an 

important moment in the film and foreshadows her eventual position as new leader as shown in the last 

picture of her with grandfather in the ceremonial boat, wearing the whale tooth around her neck. 

The motif of the rope is a very important reference to the community and their ancestry.  We first learn 

from the grandfather as attempts to repair an outboard motor and his pull rope breaks.  He explains to 

Paikea about their ancestry by using the rope and its strands as a metaphor.  When he leaves to find a 

new rope, Paikea successfully repairs the broken rope and successfully starts the motor.  She is 

reprimanded by the grandfather but this foreshadows her eventual leadership role.  The rope appear 

again in broken form when the whale’s tooth sinks to the bottom of the sea and yet again when the 

community attempt to pull the beached whale out to see and the rope breaks.  This familiar image is 

used as a metaphor for the broken state of the community. 

Dance: Ballet vs The Haka 



    

Although the primary vehicle for Billy Elliot is dance, there is a significant role of dance in Whale Rider as 

well.  In Billy Elliot, we see the protagonist finally confronting his father through dance.  When he is 

caught on Christmas Eve having sneaked into the boxing hall with his friend Michael in order to dance 

with him, rather than run he begins to dance as if to finally show his father what he can do.  The music is 

highland dance and very defiant in tone.  The high pithed tweets of the fifes and piccolos match the 

hand and foot gestures of the dance and the father is stunned but cannot look away.  The dance 

symbolizes a major shift in the character of Billy and indeed leads to a change in the father as well.  It is 

foreshadowing the very same dance and music that will be used for his audition for the Royal Ballet 

School later in the film. 

In New Zealand, the Maori are well known for the Hakka which is traditional war dance intended to be 

so fierce as to frighten the enemy away.  Early in the film, the grandfather attempts to teach the local 

male candidates the dance but explains also it importance and meaning.  In the closing scene, while the 

boat I launched into the sea, both the women and the men of the village are performing the Hakka, also 

indicating a tremendous shift in the previously male dominated culture. 

Representation of the resolution 

     

At the worst point in their conflict, Billy performs what is now referred to as his ‘angry dance.  It is an 

exterior scene and a wonderful montage set to the music of The Jam’s ‘A Town Called Malice’.  The 

scene concludes with Billy running up a hill with the sea in the background and Billy flanked on either 

side by the brick walls of the homes.  The father decides to risk his status with the community by 

returning to work as scab labor in order to pay for his son’s trip to London to audition for the Royal 

School of Ballet.  He and Billy’s older brother have been strong supporters of the union movement and 

this is the ultimate betrayal.  He is saved from this by his older son who rescues him from the labor bus 

before anyone has seen him.  In this scene, we witness the Dad’s total emotional breakdown and 

admission that he has been wrong and that he wishes to help is son on the chance he might be a genius.  

The scene is ‘exterior’ and the two men are dwarfed by the piles of coal and towers in the background.  

They are embracing and the father is literally at his end and emotionally broken.  The circle is completed 

when the father, upon learning of his son’s acceptance, is pictured running up the exact same hill, 

flanked by the same brick homes.  This use of familiar image and camera placement signifies a total 



transformation of the father and ‘partial’ resolution of the conflict.  The last image of the father is of him 

sitting in the audience and seeing Billy perform Swan Lake for the Royal Ballet.  He is again very 

emotional but his tears are now of joy, pride and gratitude that Billy has reached his potential.  It is a 

medium close-up, softly lit and he is positioned in the frame with his right eye directly center of the 

frame. Dressed in a coat and tie but with the tie slightly loosened and top button undone to show his 

bond is still with the working class.  He is a visitor as shown by the attire of those around him.  Still, this 

is as much his moment as it is Billy’s. 

   

In Whale Rider, the resolution is also external and very public.  After Paikea has mounted the whale and 

is riding it out to sea, exactly the way we are told her direct ancestor did on arrival to the Island, the 

grandfather is presented with the whale’s tooth that was recovered by Paikea.  In this severe moment of 

realization, we first see a close-up shot the amulet pressed into his hands and then a slow dolly in to the 

grandfather with sand dunes behind him.  In a medium shot he appears in the right third of the frame, 

the sand behind him looking out of the frame at the sea as Paikea disappears from site.  His expression is 

both grief at the loss of his granddaughter and final acceptance that she is indeed the intended leader of 

the community and has been the entire time.  Next, in a frighteningly familiar image, he is at her bedside 

in the hospital, from exactly the same angle as his daughter in law was shown at the start of the film 

when she died in childbirth of Pikea along with her twin brother. The whale’s tooth is laid out on her 

chest and he quietly begs her forgiveness, no longer speaker to her as a granddaughter but as a superior 

and a leader. 

     

 

 



     

In the closing scene, the whales tooth, the symbol of leadership, is perfectly framed in a close-up, 

hanging from the neck of Paikea who is being held closely in a loving gesture by her grandfather.  She is 

singing the commands o the crew while the grandfather looks on proudly.  The sun is shining and the sky 

is clear and blue.  There is a breeze and the entire family and their fronds are shown on board, all 

looking in the same direction, rowing, singing and moving out to see.  The close-up of the trailing feather 

signifies the unbroken lineage only Pikea could repair and the closing voice over speaks of a bright 

future for the community. 

Sources 

For full marks on this part of the assessment, according to the guide, “the student references an 

effective range of sources that are highly appropriate, adding to the critical perspectives explored in the 

work.”  These are to be listed in a separate document (PDF) and must be in MLA format. 

  



Script (1,681 words) 

[screen title ‘assessment slate’] (10 seconds) 

According to AS Film Studies text, Coming-of-Age films focus on the psychological and moral growth or 

transition of a protagonist from youth to adulthood.  These stories share common attributes such as a 

rite of passage, conflict with a member of an older generation or sexual identification or first time 

experience.  Two films that fit this category are ‘Billy Elliot’ from 2000 by British director Stephen Daldry 

and ‘Whale Rider’ from 2002 by New Zealand director Niki Caro. 

This comparative study will investigate the representation of generational conflict and its resolution 

through mise-en-scene, framing and composition, familiar image, themes, symbols and motifs.  The 

study will also attempt to illustrate how historical background and setting together with culture and 

socio/economic status are used to set the socio-cultural contexts of each film. 

Billy Elliot is set in a coal mining town near Durham in northern United Kingdom during the miner’s 

strike of 1984-1985.  In one small town, a talented young boy becomes torn between his unexpected 

love of dance and the disintegration of his family. 

Whale Rider is set in a small, Maori community of coastal New Zeeland where strong, ancestral 

traditions are threatened by the harsh realities of modernization and economic hardship.  Here, a young 

Maori girl fights to fulfill a destiny her grandfather refuses to recognize. 

[screen title ‘Representation of the initial conflict’] 

Both of these stills are taken from scenes when the conflict reaches a climax.  In each of the stills, the 

dominant and elder figures are positioned in the upper right third in a medium shot with a slight upward 

angle indicating their dominance.  The protagonists are both positioned in the bottom left third and are 

out of focus.  Both their screen positions and lack of focus representing their submissive status at this 

point in the film.  However, the mise-en-scene in each film differs greatly.  In Billy Elliot, the 

confrontation is taking place ‘interior’ in the cramped setting of the family kitchen, surrounded by dirty 

dishes and foodstuffs, indicating the family’s poverty, social status and feeling of confinement.  In Whale 

Rider, pictured on the right, the confrontation is ‘exterior’ in the open area behind the ancestral 

community center.  It is a beautiful setting and the framing also includes one of the male students in the 

background.  Although he is further away, he is in focus with the grandfather, indicating his sympathy 

with the dominant figure.  Further adding to the dominant portrayal, the grandfather is wearing the 

whale tooth which will become a very important symbol to be passed on to the next leader.  Although 

this scene takes place outside in a beautiful setting, the diegetic sounds of the wind and sea add to the 

sense of psychological tension in the confrontation. 

[screen title ‘The theme of Confinement’] 

As noted in an article about the film ‘Room (2015)’, author Jacob Rich points out that a ‘coming of age’ 

film often involves the pretense that the protagonist is held back, confined or blocked in some way.  In 

both these films, the protagonists want something but are held back.  In Billy Elliot, the theme of 

confinement can be seen in the physical barriers that are evident in the frame composition.  On the left 

we see the antagonist watching Billy as if through the bars as if observing a caged animal.  On the right 



we see Billy himself, during the ‘angry dance’ scene, physically fighting with the walls around him.  This 

powerful image clearly indicates that Billy is trapped and desperate to get out. 

In Whale Rider, it is the sea that confines everyone.  The source of life is also a physical barrier that is 

omnipresent throughout the film.  On the left it is presented to us as larger than life, stretching from 

one end of the frame to the other.  On the right, we are shown Paikea as small and diminutive in 

comparison with the sea in the back ground.  The gate in the foreground is open, but there is nowhere 

for Paikea to go.  She is confined by nature as well as her culture and traditions. 

[sreen title ‘Symbols, Motifs and Familiar Image’] 

In the text ‘Film Art’, authors Bordwell and Thompson refer to motifs as a significant repeated element 

in a film.  In both films, there are repeated objects with symbolic meaning as well as repeated framings 

and familiar images to convey meaning and provide a framework of understanding for the viewer. 

[Screen title ‘Billy Elliot- Boxing gloves & Ballet slippers’] 

In Billy Elliot, the boxing gloves represent the expectation Billy will follow in his father’s footsteps and 

succeed in boxing.  Indeed, all the males of the town are expected to box and Billy is no different.  

However, when the gloves are shown, they are either around his neck like a yoke or on his hands like 

dead weights.  They are a burden and represent a form of shackle or bondage.  Compare this to the 

scenes depicting the ballet slippers and we can see that Billy is a different person.  He is happy and alive 

and literally flying through the air with joy.  The ballet slippers therefore represent freedom from the 

shackles of the gloves.  By placing these around the neck, the use of familiar image also helps us to see 

that boxing has been replaced by ballet. 

[screen title ‘Whale Rider – The Paikea statue, Whale tooth and rope’] 

In Whale Rider, the statue of the mythical figure of Paikea on the boat and on the entrance to the 

community center is a familiar image.  It is to remind us that for this community, the spirit of Paikea is 

alive and watching over the residents, still playing an important role in their destiny.  It is also a strong 

foreshadowing of the movie’s climax and eventual resolution. 

The whale tooth that is around the grandfather’s neck symbolizes his status as leader of the community.  

However, like the boxing gloves in Billy Elliot, it has become a burden to him as he is desperate to be 

relieved of the responsibility.  When the young, male candidates all fail to retrieve the whale’s tooth 

from the sea, it lays at the bottom until it is eventually retrieved by Paikea.  This is an important moment 

in the film and foreshadows her eventual position as new leader as shown in the last picture of her with 

grandfather in the ceremonial boat, wearing the whale tooth around her neck. 

The motif of the rope is a very important reference to the community and their ancestry.  We first learn 

from the grandfather, he explains to Paikea about their ancestry by using the rope and its strands as a 

metaphor for all the different people who make up their people.  The rope appears again in broken form 

when the whale’s tooth sinks to the bottom of the sea and yet again when the community attempt to 

pull the beached whale out to sea and the rope breaks.  This familiar image is used as a metaphor for 

the broken state of the community. 

  



[screen title ‘Representation of the resolution’] 

At the worst point in their conflict, Billy performs what is now referred to as his ‘angry dance.  The scene 

concludes with Billy running up a hill with the sea in the background and Billy flanked on either side by 

the brick walls of the neighborhood homes.  The same framing is used when the father, upon learning of 

his son’s acceptance to the prestigious school, is seen running up the exact same hill, flanked by the 

same brick homes.  This use of familiar image and camera placement signifies a total transformation of 

the father and ‘partial’ resolution of the conflict.  The last image shown is of the father sitting in the 

audience and seeing Billy perform Swan Lake in the Royal Ballet.  It is a medium close-up, softly lit and 

he is positioned in the frame with his right eye directly center of the frame. Dressed in a coat and tie but 

with the tie slightly loosened and top button undone to show his bond is still with the working class.  He 

is a visitor as shown by the attire of those around him. 

In Whale Rider, fter Paikea has mounted the whale and is riding out to sea, exactly the way we are told 

her ancestor did on arrival to the Island, the grandfather is presented by his wife with the whale’s tooth 

that was recovered by Paikea.  In this important moment of realization, we first see a close-up shot of 

the amulet pressed into the grandfather’s hands and then a slow dolly in to the grandfather framed by 

the sand dunes behind him.  In a medium shot he appears in the right third of the frame, the sand 

behind him looking out of the frame at the sea as Paikea disappears from site.  His expression is both 

grief at the loss of his granddaughter and final acceptance that she is indeed the intended leader of the 

community and has been the entire time.  Next, in a frightening use of familiar image, he is at her 

bedside in the hospital.  This is shot from exactly the same angle as his daughter-in-law at the start of 

the film when she died in childbirth having delivered Pikea along with her still-born twin brother. 

In the closing scene, the whale’s tooth, the symbol of leadership, is perfectly framed in a close-up, 

hanging from the neck of Paikea who is being held closely in a loving gesture by her grandfather.  The 

close-up of the trailing feather signifies the unbroken lineage only Pikea could repair and the closing 

voice over speaks of a bright future for the community. 

[screen title ‘Concluding remarks’] 

Both films represent young, pre-adolescent protagonists and their struggle for acceptance.  Released 

only two years apart, these films were made on opposite sides of the globe and are seeped within the 

culture of their directors.  Even though the cultural references are completely different, the cinematic 

tools uses to convey meaning are quite similar and show how the language of film is truly a global 

phenomenon.  Thank you for your attention. 

[screen title ‘Thank you’] 

Sources 
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