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Introducing Little Miss Sunshine 
 
The Hoovers, are a dysfunctional family from Albuquerque, 
New Mexico. Sheryl Hoover (Toni Collette), a stressed and 
over-worked mother of two, picks up her brother Frank 
(Steve Carell) at a hospital after the depressed, gay Proust 
scholar has recovered from a failed suicide attempt. Richard 
Hoover (Greg Kinnear), her second husband, is a manic go-
getter striving to sell his motivational nine-step technique to 
become a winner. Dwayne (Paul Dano), Sheryl's son, is an 
angst-ridden, avowedly mute, Nietzsche-reading teenager 
who has dedicated his life to joining the Air Force Academy 

in order to become a test pilot. Richard's father, Edwin (Alan 
Arkin), recently evicted from a retirement home for snorting 
heroin, is shown to have a strong bond with his seven-year-
old granddaughter Olive (Abigail Breslin), and coaches her 
to perform in a child beauty pageant. 
 
Once Olive learns she has qualified for the "Little Miss 
Sunshine" beauty pageant that is being held in Redondo 
Beach, California in two days, the family decides that they 
have no choice but to pack everyone into their yellow 
Volkswagen mini-bus for the two-day road trip. 
 
The family's tensions play out on the highway and at stops 
along the way, amidst the aging VW van's mechanical 
problems. Each character suffers setbacks: Richard's hopes 
for his motivational technique business sputter out, Frank 
encounters his ex-boyfriend who is now dating Frank's 
scholarly rival, Dwayne discovers that he is color-blind and 
cannot become a pilot, and Grandpa dies. Amidst all this, the 
family races to get to the pageant on time. 
 
The finale takes place at the pageant, in which (real life) six 
and seven year-old girls model swimsuits and evening wear, 
and perform elaborate dance numbers. Olive is out-classed 
by the other girls' emulation of adult beauty queens, but the 
family reluctantly allows her to continue the competition, and 
pursue her dream. 
 
For more information about the film, and further links, see: 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Little_Miss_Sunshine_(film) 

Awards and film festivals  

Little Miss Sunshine has been a critical darling this past 
year, earning accolades from major media outlets while still 
maintaining strong indie credibility. Some critics consider the 
film a dark horse for the Best Picture Academy Award. The 
film has also received strong awards and nominations from: 
Academy Awards, British Academy Awards, Broadcast Film 
Critics Association, Chicago Film Critics Circle, Directors 
Guild of America, Golden Globe, Independent Spirit Award, 
L.A. Film Critics Association, National Board of Review, 
National Society of Film Critics, New York Film Critics 
Society, Producers Guild of America, Screen Actors Guild, 
Sundance Film Festival, and Toronto Film Critics Circle. 

For more detail on the awards and recognition, see: 
http://www.allmovie.com/cg/avg.dll?p=avg&sql=1:335018~T4 

 



 
 

“Do you think there's a Heaven?” - Olive 
 
Discussion Questions  
 
It’s been said that this film is about the death and 
bereavement of each character’s dreams. How would you 
explain this position? 
 
What is most redeeming about this film? Who are your 
favorite characters and why? Who has the strongest resolve, 
who is the most authentic? 
 
What do you make of Richard’s brand of pop psychology?  
If “sarcasm is the refuge of losers”, what does that mean to 
the context of the entire film? 
 
Why do you think Richard is so obsessed with winning? 
What are the comforts of this approach to? How would you 
describe the inevitable pitfalls (especially those in the film)? 
How did this obsession affect Olive and Dwayne? 
 
How could the Hoovers possibly leave Olive behind? 
 
What is the significance of the inter-cutting of the Hoovers’ 
“vices” at the motel (Grandpa’s heroin, Frank’s misery over 
lost love, Sheryl’s cigarette, etc.)? How does this relate to 
Richard’s pursuit of Stan Grossman and the book deal? 
 
Was Grandpa’s overdose an accident? 
 
When Dwayne discovers his colorblindness he expresses 
conviction about his disgust with the family. How do you feel 
about his ultimate apology for his hateful words? 
 
How did you feel about the contestants in the Little Miss 
Sunshine pageant? What aspirations do you think attract 
people to beauty pageants? 
 
What is the unique bond that ties each character together 
despite the fact they’re each being torn apart? 
 
What is the most effective cinematic device used in the film? 
 
What makes this film so resonant with audiences? 
 
The film has been described as “subversive”. Why? 
 
How does this example of a road movie compare to our 
previous film discussion of Ingmar Bergman’s Winter Light? 

 
Dwayne’s Notes from a Vow of Silence, or  
“You stopped talking because of Friedrich Nietzsche?” 
 

·  I Hate Everyone 
·  Everyone 
·  All I Ask Is That You Leave Me Alone 
·  I’m Not Going To Have Any Fun 
·  Welcome to Hell 
·  Go Hug Mom 

 
When Dwayne finally strings together a few sentences in the 
wake of all he’s learned in the road trip, he’s overcome with 
emotion. His brotherly advice to Olive: “You know what? 
Fuck beauty contests. Life is one fucking beauty contest 
after another. School, then college, then work... Fuck that. 
Do what you love. Fuck everything else.” 
 
How does all of this relate to Nietzsche? For more info: 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Friedrich_Nietzsche 
 
 

 

 
 

“I liked Little Miss Sunshine.. . What do I view next?” 
 
National Lampoon’s Vacation (1983, Harold Ramis) 
Planes, Trains & Automobiles (1987, John Hughes) 

American Beauty (1999, Sam Mendes) 
Happy, Texas (1999, Mark Illsley) 

You Can Count On Me (2000, Kenneth Lonergan) 
Lovely & Amazing (2001, Nicole Holofcener) 

About Schmidt (2002, Alexander Payne) 
I Heart Huckabees (2004, David O. Russell) 

Me You And Everyone We Know (2004, Miranda July) 
Millions (2004, Danny Boyle) 

Palindromes (2004, Todd Solondz) 
Broken Flowers (2005, Jim Jarmusch) 
Transamerica (2005, Duncan Tucker)  

 
 

 
 

“I'm getting pulled over. Everyone, just... pretend to be normal.” 
 
 

Homewood Public Library Film Group 
17917 Dixie Highway 
Homewood, IL 60430 

Phone: 708-798-0121 ext. 216 
http://www.homewoodlibrary.org/film.htm 


