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GCSE Film Studies - Focus Film Factsheet

Little Miss Sunshine  
(Dayton, Faris, USA, 2006)
Component 1: Key 
Developments in US Film
Focus Area: Specialist Writing on 
Film (see separate resource for 
set Specialist Writing passages)

PART 1: Key Sequence(s) and 
timings and/or links

Sequence 1 - ‘Opening Sequence’ 0:00:00 
– 00:03.05 https://goo.gl/YsW9uZ

PART 2:  STARTING POINTS - Key Elements 
of Film Form (Micro Features)

Cinematography (including Lighting)
• The opening sequence wastes no time in 

introducing us to the characters and defining 
contradictions. We begin with a tight close 
up of Olive’s face which emphasises her 
big blue eyes behind a pair of over-sized 
and un-stylish glasses. Immediately we 
have a level of intimacy with Olive.

• This intimacy is reinforced by a point of view 
shot of what Olive is looking at – namely a 
TV screen showing the climax of the final 
of the Miss America beauty pageant.

• After the tape rewinds back to the announcement 
of the winner we see a low angle medium 
shot of Olive as she stands in front of us 
and appears to gaze directly at us pointing a 
remote control. We then cut again to a point 
of view shot of the glamourous beauty queen 
she is gazing at on the large TV screen. 

• A shot from behind Olive as she mimics the 
reaction of the newly crowned Miss America 
appears to show her almost absorbed in to the 
large TV screen in front of which she stands.

• We then cut to a low angle, tight close up of 
Olive’s father, Richard, as he delivers the key 
summarising message of his ‘Refuse to Lose’ 
self-improvement lecture. Richard appears strong 
and confident in the opening series of shots.

• However, Richard is half lit during his 
lecture and as he concludes his talk a 

reverse shot of his audience is shown as the 
lights go up on a thinly populated lecture 
room of 10 bored looking attendees.

Mise-en-Scène
• The very opening shot of the film contains 

mise-en-scène elements which introduce 
the key theme of the contrast between a 
dream or aspiration and the reality. 

• The initial close up of Olive’s eyes behind 
her thick rimmed glasses includes the 
reflection of the world she aspires to 
within the lenses of the glasses.

• The remote control that Olive uses to freeze 
and rewind the footage of Miss America 
does indicate from the outset that Olive 
does have the ability to control events.

• Olive puts the remote control on the floor 
to free her hands up to closely mimic the 
expression and gestures of Miss America to 
show that she aspires to be just like her.

• We cut to a wider shot of Olive and see the 
awkwardly pulled back hair, the chubby 
figure and the mismatched clothes which 
combine with glasses to reinforce the ironic 
distance between Olive’s appearance and the 
glamourous ideal represented on the screen.

• The detail in the shots of Richard as he delivers 
his lecture, subtly suggest the ironic reality of 
his ‘loser’ status. His smart business clothes are 
slightly ill-fitting and his facial expressions and 
gestures are just that little bit too ‘rehearsed’ 
and ‘performed’ to appear to be the genuine 
identity of a successful self-help guru.

• The space he inhabits at the front of the room is 
quite an empty and vacant one in which he seems 
a little lost and detached from his audience.

• As we cut to a reverse shot of his audience 
and they are revealed by the switching on of 
the lights we see that they are a small group 
of bored looking individuals who are clearly 
isolated from each other as well as him.

Editing
• In the opening sequence we quickly establish 

a series of reverse shots of Olive and her point 
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of view as she watches a tape of Miss America 
being crowned. This immediately aligns us 
with her perspective and encourages us to 
empathise with Olive and her aspirations.

• The cuts to shots which encourage a 
more distant and detached perspective on 
Olive’s actions encourage a more objective 
assessment of the kind of unrealistic 
and potentially self-destructive dream 
that Olive is learning to act out.

• The editing in the sequence of Richard 
delivering his lecture has the effect introducing 
him as a strong and powerful character 
and gradually undermining this through 
a combination of shots which gradually 
reveal key details of his environment, 
culminating in the shot of the audience.

Sound
• Initially there is the beginning of the non-

diegetic music as the screen is still black. 
This is an unusually low key and simply 
repetitive theme which does become 
denser as the sequence progresses.

• As we look at Olive’s close up we can 
immediately hear the excited commentary 
that is the first indication as to what she is 
watching. The same piece of commentary, 
announcing the Miss America winner, is 
repeated, as Olive rewinds the footage.

• Richard’s voice begins as non-diegetic as 
we continue to watch Olive mimicking Miss 
America. Again there is an ironic counterpoint 
for the audience as he is saying ‘there are 
two types of people in this world – winners 
and losers’. Olive’s dreams appear to be those 
of a fantasist with little prospect of being a 
winner in the world to which she is drawn.

PART 3: STARTING POINTS - Contexts 

Social
• The film includes many examples of characters 

not being what they initially appear to be and 
coming to terms with their apparent ‘failure’. 
By representing characters in this way, and 
having the family ultimately undermine the 
values of the Little Miss Sunshine Beauty 
Pageant, the film serves to question prevailing 
cultural values about ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ 
in society. This desire to have the film tackle 
this theme in this critical way is articulated 
very well by the screenwriter Michael Arndt 

here https://goo.gl/lOqlMB and within a wider 
contextual analysis here https://goo.gl/QPGFrW

Historical
• ‘Since the 1990s…movies have become a 

means of representing those marginalised by 
race, class, gender or sexuality. The focus 
in these movies has been on people who are 
different – outside the mainstream in some 
way.’  (Stewart & Kowaltzke, 2008 p. 285-6).

• Little Miss Sunshine is an example of 
an Independent or ‘Indie film’. The 
characteristics of Indie films include:

           - Made outside of traditional  
             ‘studio’ system with small budgets.
           - They tend to be driven more by character                      
   than plot.
           - ‘Imperfect’ characters and ‘unresolved’   
              endings.
• In terms of genre, the marketing for the film 

tended to stress it as a comedy – ‘winning, 
hilarious, and heart-warming’ – but it is 
also recognisably a ‘road movie’, about 
a literal and metaphorical journey.

• The road is a testing ground for the main 
characters and deals with themes of: 

 - breaking from tradition and normality,  
 - embracing change,  
 - escapism – from the constraints of society                 
   or otherwise, and most obviously:  
 - freedom.  
• Olive fails in the goal of winning the Little 

Miss Sunshine competition but what is ‘won’ 
is the family’s union, the unbreakable bond 
that exists because of the journey they made 
together, emotional as well as physical.

PART 4: FURTHER RESOURCES

http://www.filmeducation.org/pdf/
film/LittleMissSunshine.pdf

http://dlb.sa.edu.au/tsftfmoodle/
mod/folder/view.php?id=1173

http://www.bbfc.co.uk/case-studies/
little-miss-sunshine

http://stielfilmstudiesrbhs.weebly.com/
uploads/3/1/9/4/3194754/little__miss__sunshine.pdf

http://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.
cgi?article=1018&context=cine

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zc4onQOKNgg


