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Dear educators,

Thank you for attending the 45th Annual Mill Valley Film Festival’s screening of Environmental Hacks 
and Heroes. We are excited to return for our 2022 fall season with a combination of both in-person 
screenings for local schools and online screenings for those of you joining us from afar. This shorts 
program features The New Environmentalists, a documentary on the 2021 Goldman Environmental 
Prize winners, as well as additional inspiring short films on environmental activism around the world.

This year, our film selections for school screenings continue to focus on increasingly relevant issues of 
global empathy and active citizenship, and we believe these films will be powerful and engaging texts 
to use in your classroom. These curricular materials are designed to get students to engage deeply 
with the films by the common-core aligned skills of developing an evidence-based interpretation of a 
text.

The discussion questions on the next page offer a variety of ideas for fostering small-group or whole-
class dialogue. Individual handouts for before, during, and after viewing are provided as stand-alone 
activities to be used individually or in sequence. We have also included a handout that provides some 
context for the film festival experience, which may help to introduce your in-class screening.

Thank you so much for your tireless work!

Sincerely,

The CAFILM Education Team
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

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

2.	 What are the primary emotions you felt during these films? What are some 
secondary emotions?

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

4.	 Do these documentaries feel objective and/or balanced in their presentation 
of the issues? Why or why not?

5.	 What do you see in these films that remind you of other stories from your life 
or other stories you know?

6.	 Were there any perspectives relevant to the central issues of the documenta-
ries that were not included? How would those voices have changed the films?

7.	 Consider other films you’ve seen. What makes these films unique or import-
ant? What are some connections between these films and other films?

8.	 Which climate activism shown in The New Environmentalists is most likely to 
lead to larger scale change? Why do you think so?

9.	 Which climate activism shown in the film could you engage in where you live?

10.	 What were the filmmakers’ relationships with the subject in each film in this 
program? How were they personally connected? How do you think those rela-
tionships impacted the style or messages of the films?

11.	 What were some similarities in the filmmaking style of The New Environmen-
talists and the other short films in this program? What were some differences? 
Did the films serve different purposes?

INTERPRETIVE ESSAY PROMPTS

1.	 How does the size, wealth, or population of a country influence or inform how 
the people of that country can fight climate change?

2.	 What actions are people taking around the world to fight for climate justice. 
Which actions are likely to have the biggest global impact?
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HS-ESS3-4 Earth and Human Activity
Evaluate or refine a technological solution that reduces impacts of human activities on natural sys-
tems.

MS-ESS3-4 Earth and Human Activity
Construct an argument supported by evidence for how increases in human population and 
per-capita consumption of natural resources impact Earth’s systems.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.9-10.2
Determine a theme or central idea of a text and analyze in detail its development over the course of 
the text, including how it emerges and is shaped and refined by specific details; provide an objective 
summary of the text.

STANDARDS

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. 
 
The California Film Institute and Mill Valley Film Festival are located in Marin County, California, on 
the traditional, ancestral, and contemporary homelands of the Coast Miwok, Pomo, and Wappo 
peoples. This includes the Southern Pomo and Graton Rancheria Tribes. These tribes were removed 
or displaced from their lands. We recognize this history and the harm to present-day Coast Miwok, 
Pomo, and Wappo peoples and to their ancestors. The California Film Institute commits to moving 
forward from a place of authenticity and working with present-day tribes to elevate their stories, his-
tory, and present-day legacy through film.

ABOUT CAFILM

Follow the Mill Valley Film Festival on social media
     @millvalleyfilmfest 	  @MillValleyFilmFestival
     @mvfilmfest 	   californiafilminstitute	 #MVFF45

The Goldman Environmental Prize
https://www.goldmanprize.org/ 
The prize awarded to the activists featured in The New Environmentalists.

Pomo Land Back
https://www.pomolandback.com/ 
As featured in the short documentary of the same name, Pomo Land Back has a mission is to con-
nect, correct and protect California’s largest state forest, currently named the Jackson Demonstra-
tion State Forest, located in Pomo Homelands in Mendocino County, California.

https://www.goldmanprize.org/ 
https://www.pomolandback.com/ 


Shorts: Environmental Hacks & Heroes Curriculum Guide | CAFILM Education	      				    1

Name:_________________________________________

In this collection of five short documentaries, environmental activists from around the world—and the Bay 
Area—demonstrate the heroic measures, best practices, and unusual “hacks” they undertake to safeguard our 
precious natural resources. The program highlights the work of this year’s Goldman Environmental Prize win-
ners, along with direct actions by local Indigenous leaders and tribes around wildfire and land management, 
creative problem-solving by a conservation biologist and engineer trying to protect an endangered desert 
tortoise, and a movement in Chile to rewrite a constitutional charter that has left over half the drought-ridden 
country in a dire water emergency.

ABOUT THE FILMS
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BEFORE VIEWING:
MAP ANALYSIS
Directions: Before watching the films, study the map on the next page to familiarize yourself with the regions 
visited in the five short films in this program, as indicated by the shading. Then, respond to the following 
questions.

1.	 Observe: What do you notice about the geography of these regions? Are there any geographic features 
that several of the regions share in common?

                                                                                                                                                      
                                                                                                                                                      
                                                                                                                                                      
                                                                                                                                                      

2.	 Recall: What do you know about any of the ecosystems and climates of the countries/regions shaded on 
the map?

                                                                                                                                                      
                                                                                                                                                      
                                                                                                                                                      
                                                                                                                                                      

3.	 Infer: Based on the geography and provided data, what environmental issues do you think might be af-
fecting each of these locations? Why?
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The New Environmentalists

Bosnia & Herzegovina Louisiana Japan
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The New Environmentalists

Malawi Peru Vietnam
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I’m A Burner

Maidu Lands

Pomo Land Back

Pomo Lands

Eco-Hack

Mojave Desert

Hasta la Última Gota

Chile
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Directions:
Respond to each question, referring to specific scenes, events, and dialogue from the films as evidence for 
your interpretation.

1.	 What were some similarities you noticed between the problems faced by the different countries and re-
gions in the films? Which country do you think had the most unique or creative solution?

________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________

2.	 Of the various environmental issues addressed in the films, which one felt most similar to a problem in 
your own community? What was their solution? Could that same solution be effective in your community? 
Why or why not?

________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________

3.	 Look at the map again and study the populations of each country. Then, pick one country from the films 
and describe how the population of that country may have influenced both the problem and solution 
depicted in the film.

________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________

4.	 Compare The New Environmentalists to one of the other short films you watched in this program. How did 
they differ in their purpose or message? How did the style of each film suit its particular message?

________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________

AFTER VIEWING: 
RESPONSE QUESTIONS
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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.

ABOUT FILM FESTIVALS

©Tommy Lau


