
How to Write a Movie Review  
The purpose of a review is to make your point of view known. You hold the power to make or break whether or not others 
will spend the time and money to see a performance. YOU MUST CONVINCE PEOPLE of your valid point by covering all 
the bases as demonstrated in the following format.  Simply organize your review along these lines. Imagine that your review 
is to be in The Prowler.  It will be read by people of all ages. It should be between 500- 700 words. 

 
 
PART ONE: (Introduction)  
Start with a compelling fact or opinion on the movie. You want to get the reader hooked immediately.  

 Comparison to Relevant Event or Movie: "Every day, our leaders, politicians, and pundits call for "revenge"-- 

against ISIS, against rival sports teams, against other political parties. But few of them understand cold, 

destructive, and ultimately hallow thrill of revenge as well as the characters of Blue Ruin." 

 Review in a Nutshell: "Despite a compelling lead performance by Tom Hanks and a great soundtrack, Forrest 

Gump never gets out of the shadow of its weak plot and questionable premise." 

 Context or Background Information: "Boyhood might be the first movie made where knowing how it was 

produced -- slowly, over 12 years, with the same actors -- is just as crucial as the movie itself." 

 Unusual Fact / Important Element:  “The 2013 film 47 Ronin had an estimated revenue loss of $150 million.”  

Or, “the 2007 film Pirates of the Caribbean: At World’s End, cost Disney $300 million to produce.” 

 

Ask yourself the following questions to come up with a compelling thesis for your review:  

 Does the film reflect on a current event or contemporary issue? It could be the director's way of engaging in a 

bigger conversation. Look for ways to relate the content of the film to the "real" world. 

 Does the film seem to have a message, or does it attempt to elicit a specific response or emotion from the 

audience? You could discuss whether or not it achieves its own goals. 

 Does the film connect with you on a personal level? You could write a review stemming from your own feelings 

and weave in some personal stories to make it interesting for your readers. 

 

Then, you want to give the reader a feel for your review and the movie -- is it good, great, terrible, or just okay? Don't 

leave the readers guessing whether you like the movie or not. Let them know early on, so that you can spend the rest of 

the time "proving" your rating. Some ideas include: 

 Great Movie: "American Hustle is the rare movie that succeeds on almost every level, where each character, 

scene, costume, and joke firing on all cylinders to make a film worth repeated viewings." 

 Bad Movie: "It doesn't matter how much you enjoy kung-fu and karate films: with 47 Ronin, you're better off 

saving your money, your popcorn, and you time." 

 Okay Movie: "I loved the wildly uneven Interstellar far more than I should have, but that doesn't mean it is 

perfect. Ultimately, the utter awe and spectacle of space swept me through the admittedly heavy-handed plotting 

and dialogue." 

 

 

 

PART TWO: (Plot/Events Summary)  
Briefly describe the plot in order to get someone interested, just as a movie rental box or book jacket might appeal to you. 

DO NOT EVER GIVE AWAY THE ENDING!!!! Imagine if someone told you the ending to Sixth Sense....you will be 

less likely interested in going to see it the first time if you already know what the twist is.  

Some things to consider: 

1. Genre: what type of film is it? Does it have a message? 
2. Plot: what happens in the film?  
3. Does the plot make sense? Is it easy enough to follow? What makes it interesting? 



 
PART THREE: (Characters / Acting)  
Now, move beyond the obvious plot analysis. Plot is just one piece of a movie, and shouldn't dictate your entire review. 

Some movies don't have great or compelling plots, but that doesn't mean the movie itself is bad.  Give your opinion of the 

acting/performance and production/directing. Name the actors/performers and director if not already mentioned. Be sure 

to give good as well as bad points. Back up your opinion with specific evidence. This is where taking notes during the 

movie really pays off. No one cares about your opinion if you can't give facts that support your argument.  

 Great: "Michael B. Jordan and Octavia Spencer's chemistry would carry Fruitvale Station even if the script 

wasn't so good. The mid-movie prison scene in particular, where the camera never leaves their faces, show how 

much they can convey with nothing but their eyelids, the flashing tension of neck muscles, and a barely cracking 

voice." 

 Bad: "Jurassic World's biggest flaw, a complete lack of relatable female characters, is only further underscored 

by a laughably unrealistic shot of our heroine running away from a dinosaur -- in heels." 

 Okay: "While he's fantastic whenever he's on the move, using his cool stoicism to counteract the rampaging bus, 

Keanu Reeves can't quite match his costar in the quiet moments of Speed, which falter under his expressionless 

gaze." 

 

Some things to consider: 

1. Characters: Who are the main characters and what are they like?  
2. Who are the actors playing these parts, and are they good in the parts? 

 

 

PART FOUR: (Technical Analysis)  
Give your opinion of the production/directing/technical elements.  Be sure to give good as well as bad points.  

 Cinematography: "Her is a world drenched in color, using bright, soft reds and oranges alongside calming 

whites and grays that both build, and slowly strip away, the feelings of love between the protagonists. Every 

frame feels like a painting worth sitting in." 

 Tone: "Despite the insane loneliness and high stakes of being stuck alone on Mars, The Martian's witty script 

keeps humor and excitement alive in every scene. Space may be dangerous and scary, but the joy of scientific 

discovery is intoxicating." 

 Music and Sound: "No Country For Old Men's bold decision to skip music entirely pays off in spades. The eerie 

silence of the desert, punctuated by the brief spells of violent, up-close-and-personal sound effects of hunter and 

hunted, keeps you constantly on the edge of your seat." 

 

Some things to consider: 

1. What is the camerawork like? Are there moments when the camera is used in an interesting way? 
2. Write about a scene you particularly enjoyed or remembered. Why was it good/ memorable? 
3. Did sound and/or music add or detract from the movie? 
4. Was light used in a creative / effective way? 
5. Write about a scene you felt was weak / awkward / confusing. Why did it not work? 

 

 

 

PART FIVE: (Conclusion)  
After discussing some of the physical / technical production, such as special effects, costuming, editing, etc., you should 

conclude your review with any final thoughts on the production as a whole. To WHOM would you recommend this? 

(What age group?)  Bring your review full-circle in the ending.  Give the review some closure, usually by trying back to 

your opening fact.  Remember, people read reviews to decide whether or not they should watch a movie. End on a 

sentence that tells them.  

 Great: "In the end, even the characters of Blue Ruin know how pointless their feud is. But revenge, much like 

every taut minute of this thriller, is far too addictive to give up until the bitter end."" 

 Bad: "Much like the oft-mentioned "box of chocolates", Forest Gump has a couple of good little morsels. But 

most of the scenes, too sweet by half, should have been in the trash long before this movie was put out." 

 Okay: "Without the novel, even revolutionary concept, Boyhood may not be a great movie. It might not even be 

"good." But the power the film find in the beauty of passing time and little, inconsequential moments -- moments 



that could only be captured over 12 years of shooting -- make Linklater's latest an essential film for anyone 

interested in the art of film." 

 

 Okay: "At the end of the day, Snowpiercer can't decide what kind of movie it wants to be. The attention to detail 

in fight scenes, where every weapon, lightbulb, and slick patch of ground is accounted for, doesn't translate to an 

ending that seems powerful but ultimately says little of substance." 

 
Some things to consider: 

1. Are there any other films you can compare this film to? 
2. Did you enjoy the film? Why/why not? What were its good and bad points? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A Short List of Film Terms 
By David T. Johnson, Salisbury University 

  

Here is a very brief introduction to some of the most common terms you will run across in film production.  It is by no means 
comprehensive; nonetheless, it should give you some basic terms to use when speaking and writing about film.    
  

  

Character Driven – When the characters in a fictional work develop over the course 

of the story into people you care about (ex – “Twilight” is about vampires, but more importantly, it’s the relationship 

between the characters that makes us care about the story) 

 

Editing - refers to the way that individual shots are connected to one another to make the film. 

 

Handheld shot - refers to a shot where the camera is held by the camera operator.  Hand-held shots are often associated 

with a certain look, which is shaky, and most people associate the hand-held shot with a kind of documentary 

realism.  Narrative films and television often use the hand-held for this reason, as they are able to create a sense of gritty 

realism.  The television show Law and Order, for instance, often uses hand-held shots when the detectives are questioning 

suspects on the streets, giving the viewer the sense that the scene is more real.  Bear in mind, however, that no one 

technique ever has the same meaning in every film (a handheld shot might be used to decrease the sense of realism). 

 

Cliché – Something that’s been used so many times that it no longer surprises or interests the audience; overexposure (ex 

– In a scary movie, a black cat jumps out and scares the character, but the real danger is RIGHT BEHIND HIM/HER!) 

 

Climax -  the highest point of anxiety or tension in a story or film in which the central character/protagonist faces, 

confronts, and deals with the consequence(s) of all his/her actions, or faces the antagonist in a climactic battle or final 

engagement; a crisis often leads to a climax; also called the film's high point, zenith, apex, or crescendo; a climax may be 

followed by an anti-climax or denouement 

 

Close up - a shot taken from a close distance in which the scale of the object is magnified, appears relatively large and 

fills the entire frame to focus attention and emphasize its importance; i.e., a person's head from the shoulders or neck up is 

a commonly-filmed close-up; a tight shot makes the subject fill almost the entire frame; also extreme close-up (ECU or 

XCU) is a shot of a part of a character (e.g., face, head, hands) to emphasize detail; also known as detail shot or close on; 

contrast to long-shot (LS) 

 

Coming of Age -  a film associated with difficult teen rites of passage (from adolescence to adulthood), the onset of 

puberty, the loss of naive innocence and childhood dreams, the experience of growing up, achieving sexual identity, etc.; 

aka teen films 

 



Complication -  a plot event that complicates or tightens the tension of a film 

Composition  refers to the arrangement of different elements (i.e., colors, shapes, figures, lines, movement, and lighting) 

within a frame and in a scene 

 

Continuity - (editing)  the system of editing that developed in the early 20th century to provide a continuous and clear 

movement of events/images in a film; refers to the final edited structure of a completed film, with the events or 

scenes/sequences arranged as if they had occurred continuously, when, in fact, they were shot out of sequence; continuity 

also refers to the degree to which a film is self-consistent without errors, jump cuts, or mis-matched shots and details; a 

continuity cut refers to a editing cut that takes the viewer seamlessly, unobtrusively, and logically from one sequence or 

scene to another, to propel the narrative along; a blooper or flub is a continuity error 

 

Costumes - what the characters are wearing.  Bear in mind that even if a character is wearing contemporary clothing (in 

some cases, the actors’ own clothing), that clothing is still considered a costume. 

 

High-Concept – When the idea behind the story is interesting enough to get people to see the movie without knowing 

anything else about it  (ex – A young clownfish gets kidnapped and put into an aquarium and it’s up to his father and a 

misfit group of fish to save him {“Finding Nemo”}) 

 

Lighting - This term refers to the way in which lights are used for a given film.  Lighting, in conjunction with the camera, 

sets the visual look for a film.  The key light is the main light used for a scene; back light refers to a secondary source, 

usually placed behind the actors; and fill refers to a light placed to the side of the actors.  This system is called three-point 

lighting and was very common in classical Hollywood films.  You may also run across the term low-key lighting, which 

means that the film was shot often using only the key light at a very low setting.  This low level of lighting creates dark 

shadows on the faces of actors and is particularly moody when used with black-and-white film.  It is most often associated 

with film noir but is not exclusive to that genre. 

 

Plot – What the story is about (ex – “Kung Fu Panda” is about a clumsy, overweight panda bear who dreams of becoming 

the ultimate kung fu warrior, etc… {note that a plot summary is about a paragraph long}) 

 

Puns – A clever play on words (ex – “Waiting to Exhale” will take your breath away!; “Run to the theater to see 

“Running Scared!”) 

 

Scene - a series of shots that form a cohesive unit of narrative.  For instance, in Rear Window, we might discuss 

the scene where Grace Kelly kids Jimmy Stewart about not marrying her yet.  Films have both acts and scenes, like 

theater, although they are often less obvious because there are rarely intermissions or accompanying programs in 

film.  Screenwriters typically use acts when writing a film.  Scholars, however, almost never discuss an act of a film, 

whereas scene is used extensively. 

 

Setting - like the literary term, this word refers to the time and place of the film.  The setting for The Usual Suspects, for 

instance, is New York and Los Angeles at a time contemporary with the film’s year of release (in this case, 1995). 

 

Sound - everything we hear from the audio track of the film. 

diegetic sound - sound that other characters would be able to hear.  A song on a radio, for instance, as a character 

drives down the highway, would be a diegetic sound, as would someone coughing audibly during a scene.   

  

nondiegetic sound - sound that characters cannot hear.  The two most common types of nondiegetic sound are 

voiceovers, which is a character’s narration that plays over any given scene, and nondiegetic music, which is 

music used to inflect the mood of a given scene.  Creepy horror-movie music, for instance, that plays when a 

character is walking into an old house, is nondiegetic music, since that character cannot hear the 

music.  Sometimes, this effect is parodied (with characters commenting on the scary music playing), and some 

directors will transition from a nondiegetic sound to a diegetic sound (or vice-versa), as when a song is playing on 

a radio that then becomes the nondiegetic music even as the characters move into a new scene without the radio in 

it. 

 



Spoilers – When a critic reveals secrets and plot points that could ruin the surprise for the audience and lessen their 

enjoyment of the movie. (ex – In the end of “The Big Crazy Movie,” John the main character dies) Note: DON’T TELL 

SPOILERS!!! 

 

Story - refers to all aspects of the narrative that we do not see on screen; these aspects may include events before, during, 

or even after the plot of the film.  In Jaws, for instance, Chief Brody had been a police officer in the city prior to the film’s 

beginning; this information is part of the story but not part of the plot. 

 

Zoom-in, zoom-out - using certain lenses, the camera can move more closely into a subject (the zoom-in) or pull back 

(the zoom-out).  The zoom-in is sometimes called a push-in, and the zoom-out is sometimes called the pull-back. 
 

Useful Adjectives for Describing Movies 

Positive       Negative 

first-rate insightful clever  second-rate violent moronic 

charming comical charismatic  third-rate flawed juvenile 

enjoyable uproarious original  boring distasteful ordinary 

tender hilarious absorbing  disgusting senseless static 

sensitive riveting intriguing  brutal confused disappointing 

powerful fascinating pleasant  bloody silly tired 

surprising dazzling thought provoking  predictable stupid uninteresting 

imaginative legendary unpretentious  weak incredibly tiresome trite 

    uneven cliché ridden outdated 

    dreadful bland  

 

Neutral 

suspenseful low-budget dramatic 

highly-charged sentimental fantasy 

slow romantic satirical 

fast-moving oddball picaresque 

big-budget wacky  

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 



Movie Review Worksheet - Be a Movie Critic! 
Gather basic facts about the movie. You can do this before or after you watch the movie, but you should 

definitely do it before you write the review, because you'll need to weave the facts into your review as you 

write. Here's what you need to know:  

Title:  

Release Date:  

Length:  

Genre:  

Director:  

Lead Actors:  

 

 

Take notes on the movie as you watch it. Movies are long, and you can easily forget details or major plot 

points. Taking notes allows you to jot down little things you can return to later.  Make a note every time 

something sticks out to you, whether it's good or bad. This could be costuming, makeup, set design, music, etc. 

Think about how this detail relates to the rest of the movie and what it means in the context of your review. 

 

 

 

Analyze the mechanics of the movie. Analyze the different components that came together in the movie as you 

watch. During or after your viewing, ask yourself what impression the movie left with you in these areas:  

 Direction. Consider the director and how he or she choose to portray/explain the events in the story. If 

the movie was slow, or didn't include things you thought were necessary, you can attribute this to the 

director. If you've seen other movies directed by the same person, compare them and determine which 

you like the most. 

 Cinematography. What techniques were used to film the movie? What setting and background 

elements helped to create a certain tone? 

 Writing. Evaluate the script, including dialogue and characterization. Did you feel like the plot was 

inventive and unpredictable or boring and weak? Did the characters' words seem credible to you? 

 Editing. Was the movie choppy or did it flow smoothly from scene to scene? Take note of the use of 

lighting and other ambient effects. If the movie has computer-generated graphics, think about whether or 

not they looked realistic/fit in with the rest of the film. 

 Costume Design. Did the clothing choices fit the style of the movie? Did they contribute to the overall 

tone, rather than digressing from it? 

 Set design. Consider how the setting of the film influenced its other elements. Did it add or subtract 

from the experience for you? If the movie was filmed in a real place, was this location well-chosen? 

 Score or Soundtrack. Did it work with the scenes? Was it over/under-used? Was it suspenseful? 

Amusing? Irritating? A soundtrack can make or break a movie, especially if the songs have a particular 

message or meaning to them. 

 

 

 

 


