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Teaching With Motion Pictures: A Series
Part I: Film and Language Arts
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Editor’s Note: In observance of the hundredth
anniversary of the American Film Industry,
media literacy educator and NTC Board Mem-
ber David Considine has contributed the follow-
ing first of a three-part series on this vast topic.
It is designed to help classroom teachers inte-
grate the rich resources and deeply influential
contributions of the film industry to our Ameri-
can culture and society, into their teaching. This
first part focuses on Film and Language Arts;
the second part will deal with The Social Sig-
nificance of Movies: Film in History and
Social Studies; and the series will conclude in
the third part with Film Art.

With the Academy Award season upon us,
itis worth reflecting upon the less observed,
less celebrated centennial of the American
film industry. One hundred years ago dur-
ing another presidential campaign,
McKinley used the relatively new motion
picture technology to campaign without
leaving his home in Ohio. Also that year,
Edison’s Vitascope was already experienc-
ing a serious challenge from the Lumieres’
Cinematograph. 1896 also provides evi-
dence that controversy about film content,
including sex and violence, is not a prod-
uct of contemporary times alone. The Kiss
Between May Irwin and John Rice,
screened in New York in June of that year,
prompted one reviewer to complain: “Their
unbridled kissing, magnified to gargantuan
proportions, and repeated thrice, is abso-
lutely loathsome.” (Karney 1995 p 20). Calls
for motion picture censorship followed.

The Movies as a Teaching

Tool: A Retrospective

Despite the longevity of the movies as an
industry and despite the obviously rich so-
cial and cultural contribution Hollywood
films have made to the nation, for the most
part, save for the work of progressive En-
glish teachers, the movies as a medium of
instruction have been underused, underval-
ued and misunderstood. This is particu-
larly evident when one examines the con-
tribution motion pictures could make in
History, Social Studies and Art. The
marginalizing and minimizing of film as a
teaching tool is also evident in the media

literacy movement. Conferences and work-
shops conducted by various media literacy
organizations, along with their publications
have traditionally concentrated on televi-
sion, advertising and other media, while
giving scant attention to motion pictures,
save for the now obligatory coverage of
screen violence.

In 1913 Thomas Edison’s enthusiasm for
film as a teaching tool knew no bounds.
“Books will soon be obsolete in the
schools,” he said. “Scholars will soon be
instructed through the eye. Itis possible to
teach every branch of human knowledge
with the motion picture. Our school sys-
tem will be completely changed in ten
years.” (Saettler 1968 p 98). Edison's vi-
sion of the celluloid classroom and the mov-
ies as mentors remains unrealized. Despite
greater access to more movies than at any
time in our past and
with the convenience
of the VCR having
long ago replaced the
cumbersome 16mm
projector, motion pic-
tures continue to play
a minor role in Ameri-
can education.

To a large extent, this
disjuncture between
the promise and the
practice of film in
education has almost
nothing to do with
motion picture form
or content, nor with
the logistical and tech-
nical problems ini-
tially associated with
operator use. It does
on the other hand
have a great deal to do with inadequate
teacher training, and the historic failure of
universities and teacher training institu-
tions to prepare teachers to integrate tech-
nologies of instruction into their class-
rooms. In fact, the paradigm established
with the acquisition and application of
motion pictures in our schools has been re-
peated with each successive technology up
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to and including computers. Tt is a para-
digm which imposes rather than integrates
technology into teaching, with the result
that equipment enters our classrooms and
media centers before teachers know how to
operate it, and just as importantly how to
connect it to the curriculum. The alarming
thing about this is the failure of higher edu-
cation to learn from its past mistakes. Any-
one doubting this might benefit from a care-
ful reading of Paul Saettler’'s History of In-
structional Technology. In 1923, we learn for
example, that a major educational report
concluded that, “the movement for visual
education will progress in direct ratio to the
number of teachers who are trained in the
technique of visual instruction” (Saettler
1968 p 292).

Half a century later, in 1970, Schillachi and
Culkin reiterated these findings. Problems

Ralph and Piggy in a scene from William
Golding's classic novel, Lord of the Flies

associated with using film, they said, “re-
volve around a fear of the medium and the
problems of ordering, using and caring for
these films” (1970 p 15). Just as significantly,
they too placed emphasis upon the PRO-
CESS by which teachers used the movies,
rather than on the films as PRODUCT that
were somehow capable of teaching by
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