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Dear Educators,

Thank you for attending the California Film Institute’s DocLands screening of Going to Mars: The Nikki 
Giovanni Project.

We believe this film will be a powerful and engaging text to use in your classroom, and these curricular 
materials are designed to get students to engage deeply with film by the common-core aligned skills 
of developing an evidence-based interpretation of a text.

The discussion questions on the following page offer a variety of options for fostering small-group or 
whole-class dialogue. If your students are already familiar with a process of writing evidence-based 
interpretive essays, consider using the suggested essay prompt for a short writing piece. Additionally, 
individual handouts for before, during, and after viewing are provided as stand-alone activities to be 
used individually or in sequence. 

Thank you so much for your tireless work!

Sincerely,

The CAFILM Education Team

TABLE OF
CONTENTS

Instructor Resources
A Letter to Educators	 ii
Discussion Questions	 iii
Interpretive Essay Prompt	 iii
Additional Resources	 iv
Standards	 iv
About CAFILM	 iv

Student Handouts	
About the Film	 1
Contextual Information	 2
Viewing Activities	      3
Extension Activity	 7
About Film Festivals	 8



Going to Mars: The Nikki Giovanni Project Curriculum Guide | CAFILM Education			     	    iii

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1.	 What are the central issues addressed in this documentary? What has changed 
between the start and the end?

2.	 What are some surprising facts you learned from this film? How do these facts 
shape your understanding of the central issue of the film?

3.	 Does this documentary feel objective and/or balanced in its presentation of 
the issues? Why or why not?

4.	 What did you see in this film that reminds you of other stories from your life or 
other stories you know?

5.	 Were there any perspectives relevant to the central issues of the documentary 
that were not included? How would those voices have changed the film?

6.	 What are some background details you noticed in this film? How do these de-
tails provide information about the time or place in which this film was made?

7.	 Consider other films you’ve seen. What makes this film unique or important? 
What are some connections between this film and other films?

8.	 What did you find most striking or memorable about Giovanni and her poetry?

9.	 What changes took place in America during Giovanni’s life? What events do 
you think had the biggest impact on her development as an artist?

10.	 How do the visual and audio elements of the film enhance the viewer’s under-
standing and appreciation of Giovanni’s work?

11.	 Did you recognize any of the other historic figures who spoke in the film? If so, 
who were they? If not, who do you think they might have been or what are you 
wondering about them and their inclusion in the film?

INTERPRETIVE ESSAY PROMPT

1.	 Compare and contrast Nikki Giovanni’s approach to poetry with another poet, 
musician, or artist of your choice. How are their styles and messages similar or 
different? What can we learn about art and creativity from exploring these simi-
larities and differences?
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Nikki Giovanni 
https://nikki-giovanni.com/ 
The official website of Nikki Giovanni.

Poetry Foundation: Nikki Giovanni 
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/nikki-giovanni 
The Poetry Foundation page for Nikki Giovanni, featuring biographical information and several 
poems available to read and download.

A Conversation with Nikki Giovanni 
https://www.loc.gov/item/webcast-10531/ 
A 2022 video interview with Giovanni, recorded for the release of her picture book A Library. 
 
Poet Nikki Giovanni On The Darker Side Of Her Life 
https://www.npr.org/2013/10/29/241605794/poet-nikki-giovanni-on-the-darker-side-of-her-life 
A 2013 National Public Radio interview with Giovanni on the program Tell Me More, recorded fol-
lowing the release of her poetry collection Chasing Utopia.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.9-10.1
Write arguments to support claims in an analysis of substantive topics or texts, using valid reasoning
and relevant and sufficient evidence.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.9-10.2
Write informative/explanatory texts to examine and convey complex ideas, concepts, and informa-
tion clearly and accurately through the effective selection, organization, and analysis of content.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.9-10.9
Draw evidence from literary or informational texts to support analysis, reflection, and research.
summary of the text.

STANDARDS

ABOUT CAFILM

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

The nonprofit California Film Institute celebrates and promotes film as art and education through 
year-round programming at the independent Christopher B. Smith Rafael Film Center, presentation 
of the acclaimed Mill Valley Film Festival and DocLands Documentary Film Festival, as well as cul-
tivation of the next generation of filmmakers and audiences through CAFILM Education programs.

Follow the California Film Institute on social media
   	 @cafilm	 @californiafilminstitute	     @cafilminstitute 		  californiafilminstitute

https://nikki-giovanni.com/

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/nikki-giovanni 
https://www.loc.gov/item/webcast-10531/

https://www.npr.org/2013/10/29/241605794/poet-nikki-giovanni-on-the-darker-side-of-her-life
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Name:_________________________________________

“The trip to Mars can only be understood through Black Americans.” Legendary poet Nikki Giovan-
ni’s revelation is a launching pad to an inspiring exploration of her life and legacy. Through a collision 
of memories, moments in American history, live readings of her poetry, and impressions of space, 
Giovanni urges us to imagine a future where Black women lead, and equity is a reality. The filmmak-
ers’ Afro-futuristic lens honors Giovanni’s complexity and transports us on a journey through Black 
liberation from the perspective of one of America’s most acclaimed and beloved writers, a profound 
artist and activist.

ABOUT THE FILM

GOING  TO  MARS:
The Nikki Giovanni Project



Going to Mars: The Nikki Giovanni Project Curriculum Guide | CAFILM Education			     	    2

Joe Brewster and Michèle Stephenson are life partners and a creative 
filmmaking team who founded Rada Studio in 2006 with a mission: 
to think radically about storytelling and disrupt the imaginary in non-
fiction spaces. They tell compelling, deeply personal stories created 
by, for and about Black and Brown communities that reimagine 
storytelling and its impact. The duo draws on reality, fiction, immersive 
and hybrid forms of storytelling to build their worlds and narratives. 

Stephenson and Brewster’s 
feature documentary, Going To 
Mars: The Nikki Giovanni Project, 
won the 2023 Sundance US Documentary Grand Jury Prize, and American 
Promise, won the Jury Prize at Sundance in 2013. American Promise was 
also nominated for three Emmys, and their work, Stateless, was nominated 
for a Canadian Academy Award for Best Feature Documentary. Their 
magical realist virtual reality trilogy series, The Changing Same, premiered 
at the Sundance Film Festival and won Best Immersive Narrative Story at 
the Tribeca Festival. The project was also nominated for an Emmy in the 
Outstanding Interactive Media Innovative category; their fourth project 
to be Emmy nominated. Brewster has been a Spirit Award Nominee, and 
Stephenson is a Creative Capital Artist. Both filmmakers are Guggenheim 
fellows and members of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Science.

ABOUT THE DIRECTORS:
JOE BREWSTER & 
MICHÈLE STEPHENSON
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Directions:
Respond to each question, referring to specific scenes, events, and dialogue from the film as evidence for 
your interpretation.

1.	 What is the significance of the title Going to Mars? What does the image of going to mars mean to 
Giovanni and what is her interest in space travel?

________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2.	 Do you think the challenges faced by Nikki Giovanni as a Black woman in America are still relevant today? 
Explain your reasoning. 

________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3.	 What personal connections did you make to Nikki Giovanni’s work or experiences? How did the film in-
spire you to think differently about your own life or community?

________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________

4.	 In one of the early interview in the film, Giovanni describes that the most important word for her is “duty.” 
What aspects of her life and work reflect the importance she places on duty?

________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________

5.	 Revisit your responses on the Anticipation Guide. Has your opinion on any statement changed? Explain 
what details from the movie either changed or affirmed your prior knowledge and beliefs.

________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________

AFTER VIEWING: 
RESPONSE QUESTIONS
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Directions:
Respond to each prompt in complete sentences, citing specific scenes, events, and dialogue from the film as 
evidence for your response.

AFTER VIEWING: 
FOUR C’S

Adapted from Harvard Project Zero’s Thinking Routine Toolbox:
http://www.pz.harvard.edu/resources/the-4-cs

CONNECTIONS
What connections do you draw between the 
film and your own life or your other learning?

CONCEPTS
What key concepts or ideas do you think are 
important and worth holding on to from the 
film?

CHALLENGE
What ideas, positions, or assumptions do you 
want to challenge or debate in the film?

CHANGES
What changes in attitudes, thinking, or action 
are suggested by the film, either for you or oth-
ers?
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Directions:
In the film Going to Mars: The Nikki Giovanni Project, we see how Nikki Giovanni’s perspective on the future, 
and a vision that centers Black women, draws on the social conditions of the past and present. Taking inspira-
tion from her poem “Quilting the Black-Eyed Pea: We’re Going to Mars,” which is read in the film, write your 
own poem connecting something from the past to a vision for the future. 

Through writing and optional illustration, you will express your creativity and originality while also exploring 
important themes of cultural heritage and social struggle.

1.	 After watching the film, reflect on how Giovanni channels her experiences and observations of social 
issues into her poetry.  

2.	 Think about your own identity, heritage, and community struggles, and the stories or histories that are 
important to you. Consider how these elements can be connected to a vision for the future. 

3.	 Write a poem that connects your cultural past to a vision for the future, inspired by Nikki Giovanni. Your 
poem should be at least eight lines long and can be written in any poetic form or style of your choice. 

4.	 Use descriptive language and vivid imagery to convey your ideas and emotions. Think about how you 
can use literary devices such as metaphor, simile, or personification to make your poem more powerful. 

5.	 Optional: Create an accompanying illustration that reflects the theme of your poem. You can use art 
materials such as markers or colored pencils to create a visual representation of your ideas. 

6.	 Share your poem and illustration with your class, either through a class presentation or by displaying 
your work in a classroom gallery.

EXTENSION ACTIVITY:
CONNECTING PAST AND FUTURE
THROUGH POETRY
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ABOUT FILM FESTIVALS

What is a film festival?
A film festival is an event in which 
multiple movies are presented over 
the course of one or several days. De-
pending on the size of the festival, all 
of the screenings may take place in a 
single theater or may involve multi-
ple venues throughout a city. Festivals 
also include special events like panel 
discussions with filmmakers and ac-
tors. Typically, filmmakers submit their 
works to a festival, where a team of 
curators selects the best entries for 
inclusion in the festival. For indepen-
dent and international filmmakers, 
festivals are often an important way 
to raise awareness of a film, generate 
an audience, and/or attract a studio 
to purchase the rights to distribute a 
film in a wider release. Acceptance 
into a major festival can add significant 
prestige to a film, with some festival 
awards (such as the Cannes Film Fes-
tival’s Palme d’Or) considered among 
the highest honors a film can receive.

There are many film festivals through-

out the world, with some focusing on  
particular themes, such as highlight-
ing LGBTQ films/filmmakers, specific 
cultural groups, or particular genres. 
While some of the more famous festi-
vals may be in distant locations, there 
are hundreds of small festivals spread 
through every corner of the world and, 
increasingly, festivals are using stream-
ing access to make it easier for the  
public to view their curated programs.

History of the Mill Valley 
Film Festival
Since founding the Mill Valley Film 
Festival in 1977, Executive Director 
Mark Fishkin has shepherded this once 
small, three-day showcase into an 
eleven-day, internationally acclaimed 
cinema event presenting a wide vari-
ety of new films from around the world 
in an engaged, community setting.

The festival has an impressive track 
record of launching new films and 
new filmmakers, and has earned a 
reputation as a filmmakers’ festival 

by celebrating the best in Ameri-
can independent and foreign films, 
alongside high-profile and prestigious 
award contenders. The relaxed and 
non-competitive atmosphere sur-
rounding MVFF, gives filmmakers and 
audiences alike the opportunity to 
share their work and experiences in 
a collaborative and convivial setting.

Each year the festival welcomes more 
than 200 filmmakers, representing 
more than 50 countries. Screening sec-
tions include world cinema, US cinema, 
documentaries, family films, and shorts 
programs. Annual festival initiatives in-
clude Active Cinema, a forum for films 
that aim to engage audiences and 
transform ideas into action; Mind the 
Gap, a platform for inclusion and eq-
uity; and ¡Viva el Cine!, a showcase of 
Latin American and Spanish-language 
films.. Festival guests also enjoy an ex-
citing selection of Tributes, Spotlights 
and Galas throughout the program.

Questions to Consider:

1.	 What is the purpose of a film festival? What are the benefits for filmmakers? For the audience? For the community?

2.	 How might the films at a festival differ from the films available to watch at your local movie theater?

3.	 What qualities do you think festival curators might look for in a film? If you are watching a festival film with a class/school group, 
what aspects of the film do you think made it appealing to the curators?

Get Involved! 
Many film festivals, including the Mill Valley Film Festival, have student film categories. If you are a filmmaker, explore FilmFreeway 
(www.filmfreeway.com) for a database of worldwide film festivals where you can submit your film. The call for entries for MVFF opens 
in late February and closes in June. Youth filmmakers do not have to pay an entry fee. MVFF also offers many opportunities for 
volunteering. Find out more at https://www.cafilm.org/volunteer/.

The Smith Rafael Film Center, home of the Mill 
Valley Film Festival

©Tommy Lau

An opening night screening at the Mill Valley Film Festival.

©Tommy Lau

http://www.filmfreeway.com
https://www.cafilm.org/volunteer/

