
Salaam Dunk

BAM PETER JAY SHARP BUILDING
30 LAFAYETTE AVE.
BROOKLYN, NY 11217

FRIDAY, MAR 1, 2013
Directed by David Fine
BAM Rose Cinemas

Study Guide Written by Nicole Kempskie



2

Table Of Contents

Page 4:  The Backdrop
Page 5:  The Iraq War
Page 6:  Women in Iraq
Page 8:  Documentary Primer
Page 10:  Classroom Connections

Dear Educator
Welcome to the Study Guide for the 
documentary film Salaam Dunk that you 
and your students will be attending as 
part of BAM’s School-time Screening 
Series. Salaam Dunk is an inspiring film 
that provides an inside look at a group 
of young Iraqi women who are rebuilding 
their lives in the aftermath of war.

Synopsis
Salaam Dunk follows the members 
of the women’s basketball team at the 
American University of Iraq—a diverse 
group of Arabs, Kurds, Christians, 
Sunnis, and Shiites with varying degrees 
of athletic experience—as they navigate 
the ups and downs of basketball season 
and young adulthood in postwar Iraq. 
Despite their different backgrounds and 
religious and political beliefs, they are 
bound together by the bonds they forge 
both on and off the basketball court. 
And while they may not win many 
basketball games, what they gain from 
their efforts—a commitment to giving 
their best, and a sense of community 
with one another—far supersedes any 
winning record.

“A stirring example of 
the possibilities for young 
Iraqis outside the country’s 
war zones.”

—Variety

Introduction
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Your Visit to BAM
The BAM program includes: this study 
guide, a pre-screening workshop in your 
classroom led by a BAM teaching artist, 
and the screening on Friday, March 1 
(80 mins) immediately followed by a 
post-show discussion (30-40 minutes).  

Please arrange for your students to stay 
and participate in this unique question-
and-answer session.

How to Use this Guide
Arts experiences resonate most strongly 
for students when themes and ideas from 
the film can be aligned to your current 
curriculum. This resource guide has been 
created to provide you with background 
information to help you prepare your 
students for Salaam Dunk. Depending 
on your needs, you may choose to use 
certain sections that directly pertain to 
your curriculum, or use the guide in its 
entirety. We encourage you to photocopy 
and share pages of this guide with your 
students. In addition, at the end of this 
guide you will find suggested classroom 
activities, as well as questions that you 
can interrogate with your students before 
or after seeing the film.  

The overall goals of this guide are to: 

 Connect to your curriculum   
 with standards-based information  
 and activities;

 Reinforce and encourage your   
 students to exercise their critical and  
 analytical thinking skills;

 and, provide you and your students  
 with the necessary tools to have  
 an engaging, educational, and   
 inspiring experience at BAM.

Introduction



Curriculum Connections

THE BACKDROP
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Arab: a member of a group of people 
originally from the Arabian peninsula and 
surrounding territories who speaks Arabic. 
Arabs inhabit much of the Middle East and 
northern Africa. 

Sunni and Shi’a: Iraq’s Arab population is 
divided up into two Islamic factions: the 
Sunni and Shi’a. In the year 680, Islam 
split into these two factions over a question 
of leadership in faith. The Shi’a believe in 
the succession of the direct descendents 
of Muhammad through the line of Ali, the 
prophet’s primary companion and first 
cousin. The Sunni believe that Muhammad 
did not appoint a successor; one had to 
be appointed by the Muslims themselves. 
They established the Caliphate, a lineage 
of men who inherited Muhammad’s worldly 
power, but who made no claim to be 
Muhammad’s spiritual successor. The 
Shi’a are the majority population in Iraq, 
but they have a history of being powerless 
and discriminated against, most notably 
by Saddam Hussein. The Sunni are the 

minority population, but are nevertheless 
extremely powerful and have historically 
ruled Iraq.  

Kurd: a member of a group of people 
from the mountains where Iraq, Syria, 
Iran, and Turkey meet.  They speak their 
own language called Kurdish, and have 
their own history, literature, music, and 
set of traditions—though not their own 
homeland. The Kurdish people within Iraq 
(the majority of which are Sunni) have 
struggled with various political statuses and 
have experienced betrayal, oppression, and 
genocide throughout history.  

Islam: the monotheistic religion of 
Muslims, founded in Arabia in the 7th 
century and based on the teachings of 
Muhammad as laid down in the Koran. 

Christianity: a monotheistic religion based 
on the Old Testament and the teachings of 
Jesus as embodied in the New Testament.

The Insurgency: diverse groups of Iraqis 
opposed to US-led multinational forces in 
Iraq and the post-2003 government. They 
have committed ongoing acts of warfare, 
armed conflict, and sectarian violence 
aimed at the US and Iraqi militaries, 
targeted ethnic groups, and civilians.   

The American University of Iraq Sulaimani 
(AUIS):  The American University of Iraq 
Sulaimani is a private, non-profit higher 
education institution founded in 2007 to 
provide a student-centered American-style 
education that embodies the philosophy, 
standards, and teaching practices of the 
American higher education model. AUIS 
admits all qualified students regardless of 
social, ethnic, or religious background.

STATISTICAL COMPARISON OF IRAQ AND THE USA

IRAQ USA

SIZE 438,317 sq km 9,826,675 sq km

POPULATION 31,129,225 311 million

LIFE EXPECTANCY 70.85 years 78.37 years

GDP PER CAPITA/YR $4,200 $47,200

ADDITIONAL STATISTICS

ETHNIC MAKEUP: Arab: 75%—80%; Kurdish: 15%—20%; Turkoman, Assyrian, 
or other: 5%
OFFICIAL NATIONAL LANGUAGE: Arabic
TYPE OF GOVERNMENT: Parliamentary Democracy
NATIONAL RELIGION: Muslim (official): 97% (Shi’a 60%—65%, Sunni 32%—37%), 
Christian or other: 3%
LITERACY RATE:  86% (males), 70.6% (females)

Ref:  https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/maps/maptemplate_iz.html

GLOSSARY
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THE IRAQ WAR

“War gives us a sense of purpose, it 
ennobles us as a people, it allows us 
to jettison individual consciousness for 
a goal, a noble goal, …it allows us to 
suspend questioning, to stop questioning 
for the great enterprise in front of us.  
And unfortunately, that’s why war at 
its inception is often met with such 
exhilaration.”
— NY Times columnist Chris Hedges  
 (2002)

On March 20, 2003, a US-led coalition 
of 49 countries launched an invasion of 
Iraq. Though the Iraqi government was 
overthrown and its military disbanded 
within a few weeks, the war had only 
begun. The primary reason given for 
going to war was to remove the threat 
of Saddam Hussein and his weapons of 
mass destruction. No such weapons were 
found, and the justification for continued 
war efforts was centered around the need 
for global security through democracy 
in the region and lasting regime 
changes.  The war lasted eight years, 
cost approximately 3 trillion dollars, and 
resulted in 36,396 US soldiers wounded 
and dead (BBC News). The number 
of Iraqi deaths due to the attacks, the 
insurgency, and the conflicts surrounding 
the war are estimated to be over 110,000 
according to the Associated Press; 
however, many other sources estimate 
those numbers to be closer to 700,000.

IRAQ WAR TIMELINE
1991
April 
Iraq is subjected to a weapons inspection 
program.

2002
January
President Bush labels Iraq, Iran, and 
North Korea members of an “Axis of Evil” 
intent on proliferating weapons of mass 
destruction.

November
UN weapons inspectors return to Iraq 
backed by a resolution threatening 
serious consequences if Iraq is in 
breach of its terms.

2003
March 17 
Based on intelligence (later found to be 
faulty) claiming that Saddam harbored 
weapons of mass destruction, President 
George W. Bush gives him two days to 
leave Iraq or face a military invasion.

March 20 
US forces bomb Baghdad, the capital 
of Iraq, beginning the war.

April 9
US forces take control of Baghdad.

April 23
The Coalition Provisional Authority, an 
organization installed by the US military, 
is created to rebuild the government and 
infrastructure of Iraq.

May 1
President Bush announces the end of 
major combat operations in Iraq.

December 14
Saddam Hussein is captured.

2004
The insurgency and fighting continues 
throughout the country. Reports of 
prisoner abuse by US soldiers at Abu 
Ghraib are leaked to the media.

2005
Kurdish leader Jalal Talabani is elected 
president by the newly formed Iraqi 
parliament. Saddam stands trial for 
crimes against humanity.

2006
The United Nations releases estimates that 
100 Iraqi civilians are dying each day from 
insurgent attacks. Some say the country 
has descended into civil war. Saddam is 
executed by hanging.

2007
The Senate confirms Army Lt. Gen. David 
Petraeus to lead U.S. troops in Iraq, and 
under a new strategy, 20,000 additional 
troops are sent to Iraq to quell the violence.

2008
Iraq’s presidential council approves a law 
helping to pave the way for local elections 
in October. The Iraqi parliament approves 
a security pact with the United States 
outlining the withdrawal of troops by 
the end of 2011.

2009
President Obama meets with top military 
officials about the possibility of removing 
troops earlier than 2011. US combat 
troops depart Iraqi cities and the remaining 
soldiers are designated to train and advise 
Iraqi security forces.

2010
Iraqis vote in parliamentary elections. The 
results are so close that the political parties 
struggle to form a government. The US 
military withdraws 50,000 soldiers and 
ends its combat mission in Iraq.  
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WOMEN IN IRAQ
“Almost eight years after the US-led 
forces invaded Iraq, the country’s 
transition to a functioning and 
sustainable democracy built on rule 
of law is far from accomplished.  The 
rights of Iraq’s most vulnerable citizens, 
especially women and detainees, are 
violated with impunity, and those who 
would expose official malfeasance 
or abuses by armed groups do so at 
enormous risk.”
—Human Rights Watch

The Roots
According to a 2011 Human Rights 
Watch report examining postwar Iraq, 
Iraqi women’s rights and safety are 
in jeopardy. During much of the last 
century, the rights of Iraqi women and 
girls were much better protected than 
those of their regional counterparts.  
When the Ba’ath Party seized power 
in 1968, they passed laws specifically 
aimed at improving the status of women 
in both the public and private spheres, 
seeing it as a way to achieve economic 
growth despite labor shortages. Then, in 
1970, the Iraqi Provisional Constitution 
formally guaranteed equal rights to 
women before the law.  In 1976 the 
government passed laws to eradicate 
illiteracy, mandating that both sexes 
attend school through the primary level. 
They also passed labor and employment 
laws to ensure that women were granted 
equal opportunities in the workplace.  

“My life in Suli is very different than in 
Baghdad in many ways really. Now I 
feel I’m alive.”
—Laylan

“I think women’s athletics is important. 
It’s not just about sports. We have 
… our culture and because of our 
traditions, we have some boundaries. 
And we want to pass all these 
boundaries. So sports is a way to pass 
these boundaries.”
—Safa 

Post Gulf-War
After the 1991 Gulf War, the position 
of Iraqi women in society began to 
deteriorate rapidly. Saddam Hussein 
embraced Islamic and tribal traditions 
and used them as a political tool to 
reinvigorate and consolidate his power. 
At this time, the government reversed 
many of the positive steps that had 
advanced the status of women and 
girls in Iraqi society, and introduced 
decrees and legislation that negatively 
impacted them. Even worse, security 
forces targeted female political activists 
and relatives of dissidents, and subjected 
them to gender-specific abuses, including 
sexual violence. When the US invaded 
Iraq, the insecurity created and the chaos 
of war that followed continued to erode 
women’s rights.

“So much of what sports is, is fighting 
until the end.  It’s at 64-2 and we have 
girls who are 5’3” scrapping for jump 
balls against girls who are 6’1” and 100 
pounds more than them. The best thing 
you can give them is the resilience and 
the fight to face that with all the effort 
and determination it takes, because 
most of them have been through more 
in the last three years than any of us 
who come to work from the West will 
face in our lifetime.”
—Coach Ryan

“Eventually, everyone will go back to 
their country, they will go back to their 
lives.  That’s something we know here, 
from the beginning, from the start.”
—Enji

Iraq Today
Today, armed groups continue to 
target female political and community 
leaders and activists. Consequently, 
many female professionals—including 
doctors, journalists, activists, engineers, 
politicians, teachers, and civil servants—
have been forced to stop working out of 
fear for their safety. 

“When I play basketball I forget 
about everything—all of my problems 
and troubles.  I feel like a butterfly, 
flying and playing.  Basketball is my 
high time, something that belongs to 
me.  That is why basketball gives me 
something nothing else in my life can 
give me.”
—Ola

6
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Pre-screening Discussion 
Questions:

What do you think the role of women in 
Iraqi society currently is? Do they share 
the same freedoms as women in the 
United States? What restrictions may 
they have and why do they have them?

How do you think the Iraqi culture feels 
about a women’s basketball team? About 
an American university?

In the film, the women tell us that they 
can’t tell people in the local communities 
that they attend AUIS (American 
University of Iraq Sulaimani). Why do 
you think this is so?

How have women’s roles in the United 
States shifted in the past fifty years?  
What catalyzed this shift? 
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DOCUMENTARY PRIMER
Salaam Dunk is a documentary feature 
(full-length) film.  In the past decade or 
so, the rising popularity of documentary 
films in popular culture has foreground-
ed the ability of these films to make us 
laugh or cry, excite us, anger us, and 
encourage us to take action.  Prior to 
your visit to BAM, use the following in-
formation to give students an overview 
of documentary film.  In addition, pre-
screening focus questions have been 
provided in the Classroom Connections 
section of this guide in order to engage 
students in their viewing experience.

STYLES
Just as there are different genres of 
fictional or narrative film—such as 
drama, comedy, horror, suspense, action, 
etc.—so too are there different styles of 
documentary films. Most documentary 
films, including Salaam Dunk, mix 
elements from each of the styles you will 
find below, but it is helpful to identify 
the various ways documentarians 
may choose to approach their subject 
matter. These are loosely adapted from 
John Golden’s book, Reading in the 
Reel World, a highly recommended 
companion for all teachers interested 
in using documentary films with their 
students.

Expository
This is the most standard documentary 
style. In this form, the filmmaker 
explains a topic to an audience in 
order to give deeper insight into it. 
For example, Ken Burns’ documentary 
Baseball provides historical information 
about the sport of baseball and uses 
interviews, archived photos, film footage, 
and primary documents to educate the 
audience about this topic. Within this 
style, there are two different types of 
explanation:  Direct address and 
Indirect address.

Direct address: the audience is 
directly addressed through an on-
screen narrator, an off-screen narrative 
voice, or through text that serves 
narration.

Indirect address: no singular voice 
guides the viewer, but the viewer is 
still expected to draw conclusions 
about the issue through the images, 
inferences, patterns, and analogies.

Observational 
In this style of documentary filmmaking, 
the filmmaker tries to be a “fly on the 
wall” in order to make the audience feel 
as if they are really there. The filmmaker 
does not interact with the subjects, 
and essentially tries to “disappear” as 
he or she captures the reality of the 
situation. In this style, you will not find 
any interviews or questions asked of the 
subjects, and the crafting and structuring 
of the film tends to happen during the 
editing process. Frederick Wiseman’s 
films—such as High School, Basic 
Training, Ballet, Central Park, and many 
others—fall into this category. 

Interactive
In this style of documentary filmmaking, 
the filmmakers are actively involved in 
the issues of the film and the lives of 
the subjects. We see direct interaction 
between the filmmaker and the subjects, 
and the filmmaker often seems to 
be a catalyst for the actions that are 
happening on-screen. Michael Moore’s 
films, such as Sicko, Fahrenheit 9/11, 
and Bowling for Columbine are examples 
of this style, as are Born into Brothels 
and Supersize Me.
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TRACK VISUAL TRACK AUDIO TRACK TEXT TRACK

What is it? What you see What you hear Any text or graphics that appear 
over, in addition to, or instead of 
a moving visual image

Basic Components Still Images
Contemporaneous footage (historical film/
television footage, videos)
Primary Documents (letters, artifacts)
Personal Interviews
“Talking Heads” (interviews with experts)
Re-enactments
Video diaries
Contemporary footage

Narration
Voiceovers
Music
Sound Effects

Subtitles
Graphs
Charts
Statistics
Credits
Titles
Dates

Advanced 
Components

Camera Shots (Long, medium, close up)
Camera Angles (High, low, eye level)
Camera Effects (Pan, zoom)

Diagetic Sound (Sound 
whose source is visible 
on the screen or whose 
source is implied to be 
present by the action of 
the film.)

Animation

TRACKS AND COMPONENTS
Documentary films are comprised of numerous components that are woven together in order to create a 
coherent and compelling viewing experience that honors the story they are telling.  The table below breaks 
down the three tracks used in documentary film as well as the components found in each track.

9
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CLASSROOM CONNECTIONS

Pre-screening Focus 
Questions & Activities

Choose one of the tracks (visual, audio, 
text) to pay close attention to as you 
view the film. Which components are 
used most frequently in your track? How 
effectively are they used?

Try and discern which documentary style 
or styles this film is representative of. 

Notice the way music is used in the film. 
The girls on the basketball team helped 
to choose the music for the film. Why 
do you think the director asked for their 
input? Do you think the music they chose 
is appropriate? What effect does it have 
on the viewer?

The film uses video diaries that the 
girls made themselves. How are these 
different from the footage of interviews 
that are done with the girls? Why do you 
think the director chose to incorporate 
these video diaries?

Notice what happens in the film when 
the girls are up at the foul line shooting 
basketballs. What is the mood? What 
storytelling techniques does the director 
employ in those moments? 

IRAQ: PEOPLE, PLACES 
& ORGANIZATIONS
Divide the class up into three groups:  
people, places, and organizations. 
According to their groups, have each 
student choose one topic from their list 
and research how it relates to the Iraq 
war. After researching, have groups 
prepare a mini-lesson in which they will 
teach the class about their given topics.  

Standards:  CCR6-12 Reading 1-9; Speaking & 
Listening 1-6; Language 1-6; Blueprint:  Making 
Connections

Curriculum Connections

People Places Organizations

General George W. Casey Jr. Baghdad C.I.A.

National Security Adviser 
Condoleeza Rice

Falluja United Nations

Administrator L. Paul Bremer III Najaf Iraq’s Governing Council

Prime Minister Iyad Allawi Karkuk Kurdish Islamic Union
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Have students imagine that they are 
both the director and the subject of a 
documentary film. As they go through 
their day, have them create short video 
diary entries using flip cameras or 
phone cameras. Have them review their 
footage at the end of the day and make 
a list of specific songs or pieces of music 
they would use as the “soundtrack” of 
their day. If students have the ability 
to edit, they can create short videos 
that combine the previous elements, 
called “A Day in the Life of (their 
name),” and share them with the class. 
Otherwise, students can report back to 
the class the following day on what the 
experience was like, what discoveries 
they made about themselves, and what 
connections they made about how a 
documentary like Salaam Dunk might 
be constructed.

Standards:  CCR6-12 Speaking & Listening 1-6; 
Language 1-6; Blueprint:  Making Film, Literacy, 
Making Connections

POST-SCREENING 
DISCUSSION 
QUESTIONS & 
ACTIVITIES
What are some of the challenges that 
the young women in this film have 
faced and will face?

What reasons do the women give for 
taking a risk and attending an American 
University? For playing basketball? Would 
you do this? Why? Why not?

Do you agree with the school’s decision 
to suspend Ola? Why? Why not?

In what ways are the women in the film 
similar to American women their age? 
Different?

How is the game of basketball used as a 
metaphor in the film?

WOMEN’S VOICES FROM THE MUSLIM 
WORLD
Either in class or outside of class, 
have students view one of the short 
films from the Women’s Voices from 
the Muslim World website:  http://
womensvoicesnow.org/watch
Have students write and present a 
short overview about what happens 
in the film, what issues it covers, and 
how it connects to the documentary 
Salaam Dunk.
Standards:  CCR6-12 Speaking & Listening 1-6; 
Language 1-6; Blueprint:  Making Connections, Literacy

BROADENING HORIZONS
Have students research other popular 
documentaries that are representative of 
the styles covered on page five, or choose 
a film from the list below to watch as a 
class and discuss. 

Recommended films include:  Hoop 
Dreams (Steve James); Elevate (Anne 
Buford); Supersize Me (Morgan 
Spurlock); Bowling for Columbine, 
Fahrenheit 9/11, Sicko (Michael Moore); 
Resolved (Greg Whiteley); High School, 
Central Park (Frederick Wiseman); Born 
into Brothels (Zana Briski); Baseball, 
Jazz (Ken Burns); The Boys of Baraka 
(Heidi Ewig, Rachel Grady).

Standards:  CCR6-12 Speaking & Listening 1-6; 
Language 1-6; Blueprint:  Making Connections
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A DAY IN THE LIFE OF
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About BAM Department of Education 
& Humanities

BAM Education is dedicated to bringing the 
most vibrant, exciting artists and their creations 
to student audiences. The department presents 
performances and screenings of theater, dance, 
music, opera, and film in a variety of programs. 
In addition to the work on stage, programs take 
place both in school and at BAM that give context 
for the performances, and include workshops with 
artists and BAM staff members, study guides, and 
classes in art forms that young people may never 
have had access to before. These programs include 
Shakespeare Teaches, AfricanDanceBeat, Afri-
canMusicBeat, Dancing into the Future, Young 
Critics, Young Film Critics, Brooklyn Reads, Arts 
& Justice, and our Screening programs, as well as 
topically diverse professional development work-
shops for teachers and administrators. 

BAM Education also serves family audiences 
with BAMfamily concerts, the BAMfamily Book 
Brunch, and the annual BAMkids Film Festival. 
In addition, BAM Education collaborates with 
the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation 
to provide an arts and humanities curriculum to 
students who perform on stage in BAM’s 
DanceAfrica program. 

Humanities at BAM 
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Artist Talk series, in conjunction with mainstage 
programming, enriches audiences’ experience 
during the Next Wave Festival and the Winter/
Spring Season. The Iconic Artist Talk series, 
launched as part of BAM’s 150th anniversary 
celebrations, features iconic artists and companies 
examining the evolution of their work at BAM over 
the years through on-screen projections of original 

footage and images from the BAM Hamm Archives.
In September 2012, BAM launched On Truth 
(and Lies), a series hosted by philosopher Simon 
Critchley that explores the ambiguity of reality with 
prominent artists and thinkers, as a co-presentation 
with the Onassis Cultural Center NY.
 
Humanities at BAM also include year-round literary 
programs: Unbound, a new fall series presented 
in partnership with Greenlight Bookstore that 
celebrates contemporary books and authors from 
across the literary spectrum, and the ongoing Eat, 
Drink & Be Literary series in partnership with the 
National Book Awards, in the spring.
 
The department also hosts master classes, 
including the Backstage Seminar, a series of 
workshops on the process of theater-making 
with BAM’s production staff and guest artists. 
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