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ABSTRACT

WHEN HOLLYWOOD COMES TO THE HISTORY CLASSROOM:
THE EDUCATIONAL USES OF HISTORY FEATURE FILMS

By
Scott Alan Metzger

This study examines the educational promise and pitfalls of history feature films
(commercial motion pictures targeted at a mass audience that take place mostly or
entirely in the past) used as instructional tools in the classroom. It opens with a review of
relevant literature, identifying three scholarly frames (historians’ perspectives, historical
thinking/collective memory, critical media scholarship) that help conceptualize the
educational potential of history movies.

The dissertation offers two distinct but related analytical components. The first
component illustrates a way of evaluating history films along six pedagogical functions
(content coverage/period representation; historical construction/social construction;
empathy/moral response). This pedagogical content analysis framework is tested on
three recent movies: the 2004 version of The Alamo, The Last Samurai (2003), and The
Patriot (2000). The second analytical component is a case study of four film-based
lessons taught in actual social studies classrooms: a grade 8 teacher showing the 1977
television miniseries Roots in U.S. History; a grade 9 teacher showing the 1994 Chinese-
language film To Live in a unit on communism; a grade 9 teacher using a portion of
Legends of the Fall (1994) for a lesson on WW]I; a grade 10 teacher showing The Pianist
(2002) during a unit on WWII and the Holocaust. Analysis of the cases explores what

these film-based lessons accomplished in terms of learning about the past (using the



pedagogical content analysis functions) and speculates why these teachers chose to use
the films in manageable, safe, and teacher-directed ways.

The study closes with a discussion of why history teachers are attracted to using
movies in their classrooms. Dramatic and memorable history feature films have
tremendous power to help students visualize and care about the past. History movies also
can distort or simplify the past in the minds of young learners when film-based lessons do
not provide them with sufficient content support and opportunities for meaningful
intellectual engagement. Yet, the circumstances of schooling—Ilimited time, student
absenteeism, interruptions and distractions, assessment demands—get in the way of
adventurous teaching with history movies and impel teachers to limit student engagement
within safe, manageable boundaries. As seen in the four cases, the typical purpose of
using history films in the classroom is to provide extra visual reinforcement of content
covered by traditional means (lecture, textbooks). The dissertation also considers the
place of history feature films in historical literacy. It posits five competencies that
history movies are well-suited to help students develop: learning and using content
knowledge; analyzing historical narratives (interpretations); considering cultural
positioning (of filmic texts); discerning presentism in accounts of the past; historical
empathy (recognizing historical perspectives and caring about the past). The study
concludes by suggesting directions for further research and by recommending that

history/social studies teacher preparation include explicit preparation in the use of film.
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Chapter 1
Introduction: Studying History Movies in the Classroom

Gladiator (2000), Titanic (1997), Braveheart (1995), Forrest Gump (1994),
Schindler’s List (1993), Dances with Wolves (1990). Many of the most successful and
acclaimed motion pictures are stories set in the past. Of films that won the Academy
Award for Best Picture from 1980 to 2005, 15 were entirely historical period pieces and
two others (Driving Miss Daisy, Forrest Gump) were time-spanning stories that mostly
took place decades earlier. In 1998, all five nominated films were set more than 50 years
(Life is Beautiful, Saving Private Ryan, The Thin Red Line) or nearly 500 years
(Elizabeth, Shakespeare in Love) ago. For the most recent (78" Academy Awards, three
of the Best Picture nominees were historical films (Capote, Good Night and Good Luck,
Munich). Indeed, there is not a single year in the last 25 in which the Best Picture
nominees failed to include at least one film principally set in the historical past.' History
movies are a popular and respected (if the Oscars are any indication) mass entertainment.
They are seen every year in theaters by millions of Americans of all age groups—and are
subsequently viewed on television, cable, satellite, or home video by millions more.

The rise of VHS and DVD created an era of media on demand, in which a viewer
can watch almost any film at any time. They have extended the reach of history movies
not only into homes but also schools. By the 1990s, the videocassette player became
ubiquitous in schools, and the proliferation of affordable DVD players over the past five
years has given teachers access to an even larger, and ever-growing, catalog of video

media. The History Channel, Discovery Channel, National Geographic Channel, and

' Toplin and Eudy (2002) and Marcus (2005) have previously commented on the Oscar clout of history
movies. All of the above Academy Awards information is available through the searchable database on the
official Oscars website (http.//'www.oscars.org/awardsdatabase/).




A&E on cable and PBS on broadcast television all regularly air historical documentary
programs that are made available on home video. Furthermore, the Hollywood motion
picture industry every year releases more history-oriented feature films. All these
movies—good and bad, blockbuster and flop—subsequently come out on home video,
almost always at prices below $20. Experiencing history on film has never been easier or
more affordable.

Americans make ready use of this vast amount of history-oriented media. When
Roy Rosenzweig and David Thelen (1998) interviewed 808 Americans about their
interest in history, 81% of them reported watching television programs or movies about
the past within the previous year. More recently, Alan Marcus (2005) interviewed a
sample of high school students and learned that 86% had seen Forrest Gump, 75%
Saving Private Ryan, 61% Pearl Harbor, and 55% Glory. Jeremy Stoddard and Alan
Marcus (in press) surveyed 84 U.S. History teachers in Connecticut and Wisconsin and
found that 52% had used Glory in the classroom, 40% Amistad, 34.5% Schindler's List,
31% Saving Private Ryan, and 25% Dances with Wolves. Movies are an integral part of
youth culture, so it makes perfect sense for teachers to bring them into their history
classrooms. Given the traditional ennui that many middle and high school students
express about history, the motivational aspects of big-budget films full of exciting effects
and beautiful Hollywood stars are very appealing.

VHS and DVD are a powerful new instructional technology in the hands of
schoolteachers. The power of history movies emerges from their considerable production
values. Movies are made as commercial consumer products by a hugely profitably

industry and are designed to be moving, memorable, and appealing to a broad audience.



Even the worst history movies feature visuals, sound, costuming, and effects far better
than anything seen in the audio-visual media used in schools prior to the 1980s.
Compared to the primitive educational still-shot filmstrips or 16mm motion pictures
produced by smallish school-resource companies in previous decades, big-budget history
movies pack a vastly more powerful psychological punch. But what educational ends can
these powerful media texts serve?
Educational Promise, Potential Pitfalls

The educational potential of the use of history movies in classroom instruction is
significant. Most U.S. schoolchildren enjoy movies on their own free time and can bring
ready interest in, and sometimes knowledge about, history movies to school. With their
high production values, movies can attract and stimulate student interest in a historical
topic. Another important consideration is that most history movies have a point or
message—they depict the past in consciously chosen ways that can be analyzed,
critiqued, and discussed by students. Indeed, for some, the best history movies provide a
controversial take on the past that inspires debate even after they are gone from theaters.

History movies provide teachers with a resource for dramatizing history, to show
students a visually alluring recreation of time or place. They can be shown in full to
present a detailed take on a historical figure or period, or particular scenes can be shown
to illustrate a point about a specific historical topic. Teachers can use these dramatic
recreations to spark discussions with students about what history is or means, about how
we in the present know what happened in the past, about the role of factual evidence in
creating accounts of the past, or about how an historical era or event can generate

multiple, often competing, interpretations.



On the other hand, there are potential pitfalls. Movies can be used superficially or
shallowly; they can also misrepresent the past. While it is possible for teachers to use
movies to analyze the interpretative nature of history or to generate deeper discussions
about historical causation or meaning, doing so requires a great deal of effort on the
teacher’s part—and not all teachers may be game for it. School folklore holds that
movies are used largely as filler when a teacher lacks the inclination or personal
knowledge to teach a particular topic or does not have the time or desire to teach on any
given day. A history movie can be shown in the classroom as the single authoritative
account to “cover” a topic, to make up for a shortfall in the teacher’s own knowledge or
range of accounts on the subject. Other times, teachers might show history movies
merely as an escape from normal academic work. These potential pitfalls suggest that the
use of movies in the classroom is not an unquestioned good.

The selection of history movies can be problematic, too. Some films are carefully
researched and take seriously scholarly accounts of their topics, but most are designed to
be entertaining stories with historical flavor, little more than costume dramas. Due to
restrictions of time and audience expectations, all history movies must selectively pick
and choose what historical knowledge to include and what details are ignored or altered.
All invent circumstances essential to their plot that, to lesser or greater degrees, are
factually inaccurate or questionable (Rosenstone, 1995a, 1995b). When history movies
are simply shown to students without any critical analysis, it is possible that some
students will accept the powerful images they see as literal truths—as Bruce vanSledright
(2002) discovered when teaching the Jamestown “starving time” to fifth graders who

were certain the governor was to blame as portrayed in Disney’s 1995 animated musical



Pocahontas. There is a risk that the fictionalized historical accounts provided by movies
will be more memorable than anything the students read or hear from their teachers—and
that showing these movies in the classroom grants them a kind of official authority (“If
they showed it in school, it must be true!”). Hence, even when used carefully, history
movies pose considerable instructional challenges to teachers.

Since history movies present educational promise as well as potential problems,
their classroom use deserves scholarly attention. This dissertation aims to expand our
knowledge of the use of commercial mass-media history feature films in classroom
settings. What films are teachers actually using, in what ways, and for what purposes?
Additionally, it offers a framework for analyzing the educational use of history feature
films. What can students learn from such films? Given that far more people encounter
history through movies than through scholarly historical books (Rosenstone, 2002) and
that history movies are already widely used in schools, it is no longer a question whether
classroom teachers should use them but what kinds of films should be used, how, and for
what purposes. These are issues at the heart of this dissertation.

Conceptualizing History Feature Films as a Focus of Research

History and social-studies educators cannot afford to ignore the prevalence and
influence of history-oriented media. Historian Robert Rosenstone (1995b) has observed,
“A century after the invention of motion pictures, the visual media have become arguably
the chief carrier of historical messages in our culture” (p. 3). His observation suggests
that popular-culture motion pictures about the past play a major part in public discourses

about cultural identities and social meanings.



The career of filmmaker Oliver Stone serves as a useful example. Coming of age
in the late 1980s and early 1990s, I personally remember the heated debates over two of
his projects. Platoon, released in 1986, generated a great deal of public attention and
controversy by calling into question the fundamental character of the U.S. military during
the Vietnam War and criticizing the morality and rationality of the entire endeavor. The
film sparked intense public debate, some defending it as a bold artistic vision of a dark
chapter in U.S. history, others decrying it as a slander against those who served
honorably in the military in 1960s. Stone’s JFK, released in 1991, was more than an
account of the murder of an American president three decades earlier. It was an exposé
of multiple possible conspiracies that questioned the integrity of the U.S. government and
military. Controversy raged between those who believed there simply had to be more to
the Kennedy assassination than was admitted by the official reports and those who felt
Stone’s film was an unfounded, paranoid lie. Nor did Stone’s most recent film Alexander
escape controversy. By depicting the Macedonian conqueror Alexander the Great as
possibly homosexual, Stone angered some cultural conservatives who believed his film
mischaracterized a classical icon of Western civilization.

The controversy around Stone’s films illustrates an important point: history films
that present troubling or controversial interpretations of the past also comment on
contemporary social conditions or meanings. Stone’s Alexander was not just the
biography of an ancient conqueror: It commented on the social acceptance of
homosexuality in Western culture at a time when public opinion on marriage rights for

gay men and lesbians remains deeply divided and is very much part of current political



debates. Mass-media depictions of history have the potential to sway public discourse
more than virtually anything else. Robert Toplin (1996) writes,

Dramatic motion pictures that feature famous stars in the roles of historical

characters and present vivid scenes of yesteryear through sophisticated

cinematography can make strong impressions. Historical films help to shape the
thinking of millions. Often the depictions seen on the screen influence the

public’s view of historical subjects much more than books do. (p. vii)

To conceptualize the instructional use of history films as a research problem, I
need to locate history films within the context of the cultural discourses about truth and
art. Next, I synthesize some of the existing scholarly opinion about the roles of invention
and historical evidence in the history movies. This review of literature provides helpful
background for considering the educational issues in this dissertation.

History and the History Film in Cultural Context

In recent decades, history visual media and their influence on how people think
about the past have certainly caught the attention of scholars (Carnes, Mico, Miller-
Monzon, & Rubel, 1996; Davis, 2000; Doherty, 2002; Edgerton & Rollins, 2001,
Grindon, 1994; Landy, 1996, 2001; Loshitzky, 1997; O’Connor, 1990, 2002; Rosenstone,
1995a, 1995b, 1995¢, 2002; Sklar, 1997; Sorlin, 2001; Toplin, 1996a, 1996b, 2002a,
2002b; Toplin & Eudy, 2002). The ensuing debates show that there is considerable
disagreement over how to critique and respond to filmic depictions of history. What
degree of historical “accuracy” should be expected from history motion pictures? Do the
history filmmakers have any responsibility to historical evidence or does artistic license

free them from such considerations? Are history movies creative visions of the past that



warrant consideration on their own terms or are they historical accounts that deserve
criticism based on their fidelity to facts and evidence? That is, are they to be critiqued as
filmic dramas or as works of history?

Some scholars argue that it is proper and reasonable to criticize history movies for
the soundness of their historical claims and their factual basis, in the same way that
historians critique one another’s books. Many professional historians take to task films
that distort the historical record (Carnes et al., 1996). A historian who writes prolifically
about history films, Robert Toplin (1996) argues,

Questions about responsible portrayals of historical events are appropriate when

assessing popular movies that can affect the way millions view the past. To claim

that “anything goes” in the name of artistic license is to invite fictional excesses
that can grossly distort the public's understanding. Cinema is a powerful tool for
communicating feeling and opinion about the past; if historians believe that the
tool has been employed irresponsibly, they should articulate their concerns
forcefully.... Still, historians cannot treat dramatic entertainment simply as non-
fiction brought to life with actors. They should recognize the need to incorporate
speculation and myth and to take poetic leaps when presenting history on the

screen. (pp. 225-226)

However, Toplin (1996) admits that it is problematic to treat history movies like
books: “If we hold cinematic historians strictly to the standards of most written history,
we are almost certain to be disappointed, for filmmakers must attend to the demands of
drama and the challenges of working with incomplete evidence” (p. 10). Similarly,

historian Natalie Davis (2000) is sympathetic to the challenges faced by filmmakers



(herself having worked on the film The Return of Martin Guerre). She grants that even
when a film distorts known details of the past it can still get to a deeper historical truth—
for example, Stanley Kubrick’s 1960 film Spartacus is largely fictional but nonetheless
depicts the greater truth of the resistance against slavery in the Roman Empire. On the
other hand, she warns that fictionalization in movies can go too far and that the practice
of historians can provide a useful perspective for filmmakers: “Historical films should let
the past be the past.... Wishing away the harsh and strange spots in the past, softening or
remodeling them like the familiar present, will only make it harder for us to conceive
good wishes for the future” (p. 136).

Other scholars argue that it is not sensible to judge history films based on the
supposed accuracy of facts and details. Another leading historian interested in film
studies, Robert Rosenstone (1995b) contends that “Dragnet historians,” scholars
principally concerned with a film’s fidelity to historical facts (“Just the facts, ma’am”),
must understand that a history film cannot be or be treated like a book. Historians, he
argues, need to consider the perspectives of cinema theorists, who are more appropriately
concerned with the creation and manipulation of meanings, representations, and
discourses about the past, not just with accounts of what happened in the past. This
stance is echoed by Robert Sklar (1997) in his critique of the “historian-cop” who applies
the standards of published history to history on film; he instead advocates greater
awareness of how movies are produced and received to better appreciate what audiences
see and understand as history on the screen.

History films are not a unitary art form. The most widespread type of history

movie is the traditional costume drama that uses the past solely as a setting for romance



and adventure (Rosenstone, 1995¢; 2002). A small number deal seriously with the
relationship of the past to the present, however, and these experimental films, often
produced internationally or by small, artistically minded studios, have attracted the
attention of scholars interested in how films can substantively explore the past (Grindon,
1994; Landy, 2001; Rosenstone, 1995a, 1995¢). For the past 200 years, history has been
an academic discipline with its own rules for evaluating evidence, and the written
monograph has been the basic form of contribution. Historical films are history as vision
rather than history as monograph; they represent another kind of contribution to historical
study that evokes emotional realities and seriously encounters lingering meanings of past
events (Rosenstone, 1995c). Zelizer (1997), in defending Steven Spielberg’s Schindler s
List, underscores the legitimacy of popular-culture history movies as part of the “growing
diversification of history-making” (p. 20) beyond the traditional authority of historians
and their texts. She praises the function of popular-culture representations that give
pause to the ongoing scholarly record of historical events, that occasionally shake up the
public and rattle its sensibilities about the past, and that make us realize the distinction
between the “event-as-it-happened” and the “event-as-it-is-retold”—which she argues is
the closest anybody can ever come to the actual past (p. 30).

Debates over the role of artistic imagination in history are hardly new. The
philosophical divide between mythic history-as-story and factual history-as-truth goes
back to antiquity (Davis, 2000). Homer claimed divine inspiration behind his historical
poems, but Herodotus said his knowledge was drawn from what he had “learned by
inquiry” and not from a goddess. Thucydides also claimed that his history came from

“inquiries” using critical comparisons of accounts and evidence. Whereas poets like

10



Homer are permitted to exaggerate or invent, Thucydides wrote only what he had
witnessed or discovered from reliable sources. However, the writings of Herodotus
contain many colorful stories for which there is little evidence, and Thucydides doubted
the veracity of some tales. Even Thucydides at times had to fall back on imagination,
inserting made-up but appropriate speeches (like Pericles’s famed Funeral Oration) that
he could not possibly remember word for word.

The philosophical quandary of history-as-art and history-as-truth played a part in
the rise of the modern discipline of history. The development of scientific history—the
study of historical documents and evidence for the purpose of reconstructing the truth of
what happened in the past—was led by the prolific and long-lived German intellectual
Leopold von Ranke in the early 19" century. Von Ranke was converted to scientific
history by the shock of discovering inaccuracies in Sir Walter Scott’s historical novel
Quentin Durward. He applied methods he had learned for studying linguistics to the
study of historical texts in hopes that such inaccuracies could be avoided in the future
(Evans, 1997). Von Ranke’s reaction to Sir Walter Scott’s story, in a sense, kicked off
the quest to learn the “truth” about what happened in the past, which would obsess
historians in Europe and the United States for more than a hundred years. Although most
contemporary historians, swimming in the intellectual currents of the postmodern world,
are more circumspect about historical truth and accept the multiplicity of interpretations
and the ever-changing character of historical knowledge, there is still hope that historical
scholarship amounts to something honest, useful, and meaningful about what happened in
the past (Evans, 1997; Novick, 1988). It is this hope in the soundness of historical

knowledge that makes possible for many scholars and teachers a distinction between
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historical fiction and historical scholarship. Just as von Ranke imagined a way to discern
knowable history from the artistic inventions of Sir Walter Scott, students today can
study history movies as accounts that blend invention, imagination, and knowledge.
History films, then, hold a place in a long, evolutionary cultural context.
Rosenstone (1995b) suggests that history films represent a kind of “postliterate” culture:
“Film, with its unique powers of representation, now struggles for a place within a
cultural tradition which has long privileged the written word” (p. 43). History films are
more akin to older forms of oral history—stories about the past that would have been
shared aloud and changed over time, like the Homeric poems. “Literate” culture
intervened between then and now, and the written monograph has had a powerful
influence on how people relate to the past. History films, Rosenstone contends, are a new
visual culture that may change our relationship to the past, just as written culture
challenged older oral culture. Though a literate culture will always have book knowledge
as a counter-voice to fictionalized stories about the past, in an increasingly visual age the
way most people experience history is changing. Rosenstone (2002) argues, “For visual
thinking of the past, metaphor and symbol may become far more important than amassing
data or creating a logical argument,” and wonders if in the far future written history will
be “seen as a religious endeavor, practiced by a priesthood who cares about explicating
the truth of sacred texts” (pp. 479-480). Will filmmakers become the dominant public
historians? When teachers bring feature films into their classrooms, are they
intermediaries for those filmmakers, and do their lessons inculcate in students this

emerging visual thinking about the past?
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Invention and Evidence in the Historical Film

History films are not just part of culture. They also possess a formula for
storytelling (Rosenstone, 1995a). By nature of being movies, they are narratives told
from the perspectives of featured characters. Only the most experimental, artistic films
have attempted to go beyond the linear narrative structure, and few have enjoyed
reception by a mass audience. At its worst, the linear-narrative storytelling formula, with
its emphasis on the perspectives of main characters, present a shallow depiction of the
complexities of the past. Bartov (1997), in discussing Schindler’s List, notes this
potential problem:

In our post-Holocaust world two major requirements can be detected in public

taste for representations of the past. First is the demand for a “human” story of

will and determination, decency and courage, and final triumph over the forces of
evil. Second is the quest for authenticity, for a story which “actually” happened,
though retold according to the accepted conventions of representation. Now,
there is obviously a contradiction between these two demands, since authentic
stories rarely happen according to accepted conventional representations and even

less frequently culminate in the triumph of good over evil. (p. 46)

At its best, however, the linear-narrative storytelling formula can meaningfully
engage with historical knowledge and offer intriguing possible depictions of the past.
Toplin (1996) writes, “Cinematic historians engage forms of poetic speculation much as
historical novelists employ artistic devices. When filmmakers practice this art with a
well-informed and sensitive appreciation of history, they can make useful contributions to

the public's thinking” (p. 7). In other words, the best history films find ways to reflect the
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complexities, uncertainties, and strange differences in the past. The filmic formula is put
to the service of depicting history, rather than putting history simply to the service of
filmic storytelling conventions. The extent to which a history film succeeds on this
measure may be one important, valid criterion in considering its educational value.

It may be helpful to look at how some historians have classified historically
themed films and made sense of the filmic conventions and techniques used to make
them. Rosenstone (1995a, 1995b) suggests that they can be classified in three categories:
history as drama (stories with a historical theme or setting, the most common category),
history as document (documentaries, films that present accounts of true events), and
history as experiment (avant-garde films that are made in opposition to mainstream
cinematic codes of representation, often independent films produced outside Hollywood
or films from other countries). Rosenstone (1995b) also details four “moves” of
invention used to make history films: alteration (changing historical details),
condensation (using a small sample of characters to stand in for the experiences of larger
groups), compression (tightening the number of details or passage of time), and metaphor
(conveying an appropriate historical meaning that goes beyond facts and details). By the
medium’s limitations, all history movies require some degree of invention—the
combination of many complex events into one representative depiction due to the limits
of time, the creation of fictional characters to represent people cannot actually be known
to historians (for example, every individual soldier in an army) or to serve as a composite
of many minor figures (for example, a regiment’s many sergeants might be combined
into one figure), or the imagination of background details that historians cannot know

with any veracity but which must nonetheless be depicted in a motion picture (for
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example, the specific words historical figures said in private or the particularly
furnishings of a room on a particular day).

So, does a film have any responsibility to historical accuracy? It is hard to say
how many people go to a Hollywood history movie expecting to be taught the whole
truth about the past, but it is likely that many leave wondering what parts of the movie are
reasonably accurate and what elements are fabricated. Techniques for responsibly
informing the reader about evidence, guesswork, and imagination have long been a part
of historians’ professional culture. Davis (2000) wonders if they could be adapted to
filmmaking, bearing in mind the considerable differences between books and films. She
observes that professional historians seek evidence widely and deeply and try to keep an
open mind as they assess it, admit when their evidence is uncertain or ambiguous, make it
clear when they offer personal interpretation beyond what the evidence strictly presents,
try not to impose their subjective judgments on the mental world of historical actors, and
should not knowingly falsify or suppress evidence from the past. She asks, “Can there be
lively cinematic equivalents to what prose histories try to accomplish in prefaces,
bibliographies, and notes and through their modifying and qualifying words 'perhaps,’
'maybe,’ and 'we are uncertain about'?” (Davis, 2000, p. 131).

Rosenstone’s typology is helpful for distinguishing the types of history media
used in the classroom—almost always history as drama (Hollywood movies) or history
as document (History Channel programs, for example). For analyzing the educational
potential of history movies, the four moves of invention highlight the ways in which
filmmakers incorporate, ignore, change, or twist historical evidence about the past when

crafting their stories for the screen. Davis’s questions become all the more pressing when
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history movies are used in schools. Despite considerable philosophical debate over
whether there is objective truth about the past by which “accuracy” can be gauged,
schools are responsible for teaching students factual subject matter knowledge. Yet,
when it comes to using history movies in the classroom, teachers and students are often
on their own in figuring out what parts are based on factual historical evidence and which
parts are imaginative fiction. Can classroom uses of history movies explore issues of
historical accuracy, interpretation, and imagination, or will these issues be forgotten
amidst the exciting sights, sounds, and Hollywood stars? Viewed together, Rosenstone
and Davis raise important considerations to keep in mind in investigating the educational
potential of movies.
Three Frames from the Scholarly Literature

History films are the object of study for a growing number of scholars and
educators. In 1988, the American Historical Association began publishing historians’
discussions about history movies in the American Historical Review (an extended
collection appeared in volume 95). In 1999, the AHA devoted an entire special issue of
the professional newsletter Perspectives (volume 37, number 4) to discussions about
history movies and programs on cable and television. There are also scholarly journals,
such as Filmhistoria and Film and History, devoted exclusively to the study of history-
oriented media and their influence on society. Educational researchers concerned with
history and social studies also have taken to writing about history media. Articles about
history films frequently appear in Social Education (published by the National Council
for the Social Studies), The History Teacher, and The Social Studies (Goldstein, 1995;

Johnson & Vargas, 1994; Justice, 2003; Marcus, 2005; Matz & Pingatore, 2005; Metzger,



2005; Seixas, 1993; Sturma & MacCallum, 2000; Weinstein, 2001; Wineburg, Mosborg,
& Porat, 2001).

In reviewing existing scholarship relating to the uses and analyses of history
films, I have adduced three theoretical frames that provide helpful background for the
issues that this dissertation investigates. Of course, these scholarly frames are not hard-
and-fast divisions. There is considerable overlap among and between these perspectives.
Historians, as we will see below, do not all comfortably fit within one analytical
framework—critical or postmodern historians work within a different framework but are
still part of the discipline of history. Each frame is discussed below. I return to them
again when detailing the methods for this study (chapter 2), exploring the kinds of
educational questions each frame raises. These scholarly frames informed my thinking
about the pedagogical functions developed for the content analysis of history films
(chapter 3). Furthermore, they served as helpful background as I analyzed four cases of
teachers using history movies in the classroom (chapter 4).

Historians’ Perspectives

This frame emerges from the scholarship of professional historians and history
educators who have taken an interest in films as serious and influential interpretations of
the past (Bartov, 1997; Briley, 2002; Carnes et al., 1996; Cheyette, 1997; Davis, 2000;
Doherty, 2002; Edgerton, 2001, Grindon, 1994; Landy, 1996, 2001; Loshitzky, 1997;
O’Connor, 1990, 2002; Rosenstone, 1995a, 1995b, 1995¢, 2002; Sklar, 1997; Sorlin,
2001; Taves, 2001; Toplin, 1996a, 2002a, 2002b; Toplin & Eudy, 2002; Wyke, 2001,
Zelizer, 1997). Historians’ perspectives do not constitute a single unified theory but

reflect a diverse range of thought about history films and their relationship to the written
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word and published historical scholarship. There is plenty of room for debate within the
historical-disciplinary approach to history media. Toplin (1996a; 2002b) accepts feature
films as influential depictions of the past worth attention and criticism from professional
historians. It does not help simply to chastise filmmakers for not operating under the
exacting standards of evidence used by professional historians, he writes, but “at the
same time, we need to be aware of the dangers of too much tolerance. Artistic creativity
can be abused. Filmmakers who see no limits to their imagination may present badly
distorted pictures of the past” (Toplin, 1996a, p. 2). He praises “cinematic historians”
who practice artistic speculation “with a well-informed and sensitive appreciation of
history,” noting that “they can make useful contributions to the public’s thinking” about
the past (p. 7).

Rosenstone (1995a, 1995b, 2002) argues that a film is not like and cannot be like
a book; history films represent an emerging “postliterate” culture of image, sound, and
symbol. Visual media provide their own form of truths about the past, different from but
not necessarily in conflict with the written word. He contends that professional historians
and filmmakers approach the past with a major similarity: “Both possess attitudes,
assumptions, and beliefs—entire value systems—that color everything they express and
underlie the interpretations by which they organize and give meaning to traces of the
past. Such interpretations may be seen as at once the most important and the most
fictional part of history” (p. 6). In contrast to Toplin’s (1996a, 2002) focus on
commercial mass-media history movies, Rosenstone (1995c) believes that “New History”
films, most of which come out of Third-World postcolonial contexts or European

countries experiencing social upheaval, are more important than Hollywood costume
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dramas or traditional documentaries. Toplin and Rosenstone even carried their academic
disagreement into the pages of the AHA newsletter Perspectives, (volume 37, numbers 4
and 8), where they debated the current state of research on the historical film scholarship
and the appropriate role for film-studies theory. This brief review of just two leading
scholars demonstrates the diversity among historians’ perspectives.

Yet, there is space for consensus. More recently, Toplin (2002b) has written that
“the challenge of assessing cinematic history involves more than just raising complaints
about the handling of evidence.... A sophisticated response also calls for recognition of
the distinctive ways that movies can stir the public’s thinking about history” (p. 203).
Like Davis (2000) and Rosenstone (1995a, 1995b), Toplin recognizes that an excessive
focus on literal factuality, what Sklar (1997) called the “historian-cop,” misses the
medium’s broader potential as stimulant to historical thinking. Taken overall, historians’
perspectives conceptualize history feature films as valid historical interpretations for
scholarly critique, examining their narratives in light of known evidence, cogency of
historical argument, and effectiveness of their elements of historical imagination. Even if
one accepts that history is constructed by individuals within ideological and socio-
cultural contexts, there is a difference between an account of the past based on available
and widely recognized historical evidence and an account that is wholly or partly
imagined in the creator’s mind. This frame suggests that there are multiple perspectives
on past events. For example, was Davy Crockett captured and executed by Santa Ana’s
soldiers as some period accounts suggest, or did Crockett fight to the death as many

Americans have preferred to believe? The Alamo (2004) chose to depict the former
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account, but we cannot know for certain and can only debate the extant, imperfect
evidence.
Historical Thinking and Collective Memory

This frame is drawn from two distinct but complementary veins of scholarship.
Taken together, those lines of scholarship conceptualize history movies as sites of
meaning-making about the past and its relationship to the present. Studying history is a
psychological act of individual cognition, a social act between individuals, communities,
and generations, and a cultural act employing collectively remembered narrative “texts”
that relate the past to the present in ways comprehensible to those who share the common
culture. Though this hybrid frame embraces a wide range of theoretical currents, as a
whole it captures the complexity of the issues behind history education and underscores
the multiple ways in which historical thinking shapes and is shaped by cultural
knowledge and memory.

Historical thinking (here I also include historical consciousness) is reflected in a
wide range of scholarship on how people learn, use, and make sense of the history
(Afflerbach & VanSledright, 2001; Ashby & Lee, 1987; Bain, 2000; Barton & Levstik,
1998, 2004; Boix-Mansilla, 2000; Carretero, Jacott, Limon, & Lopez-Manjon, 1994;
Epstein & Shiller, 2005; Husbands, Kitson, & Pendry, 2003; Husbands & Pendry, 2000;
Leinhardt, Stainton, & Virji, 1994; Levstik, 2000; Seixas, 1993, 1994, 2004;
VanSledright, 2002; Von Borries, 1994; Wineburg, 1991, 2001; Wineburg et al., 2000).
The field has been influenced by Sam Wineburg’s (2001) research on how students

construct understandings of the past, make sense of both similarities and strange
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differences between past and present, and convey meanings about the past across
generations. Wineburg describes historical thinking as a strange and difficult act:
Historical thinking requires us to reconcile two contradictory positions: first, that
our established modes of thinking are an inheritance that cannot be sloughed off,
and, second, that if we make no attempt to slough them off, we are doomed to a
mind-numbing presentism that reads the present onto the past. (p. 12)
In other words, we cannot think about the past divorced from our own lives shaped by
place and time, but if we do not explicitly recognize our situated perspectives we are
likely to impose it on a strange past in order to make it seem more familiar to us.
Wineburg and his colleagues have also explored the role of film in historical
thinking, in particular the 1994 Oscar-winning film Forrest Gump and its iconic
representations of American culture in the 1960s and 1970s. When interviewing parents
and students about the period, they found that the film was mentioned repeatedly; as a
“shared text between parent and child, its influence was peerless” (Wineburg et al., 2000,
p- 57). Wineburg (2001) has further argued that movies like Forrest Gump may play a
role similar to that played by “sacred texts” in earlier times—consumed repeatedly by
members of the culture until those texts become part of the social consciousness (p. 241).
Wineburg’s contribution to the field of historical thinking points specifically to how
movies can function as common texts that pass on certain historical meanings between
generations while forgetting certain other meanings.
Another prolific contributor to the field is Peter Seixas (1993; 1994; 2004).
Seixas (1993) conducted one of the first studies explicitly about student responses to

history feature films, showing segments of the 1990 film Dances with Wolves (1990) and
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the 1956 Western The Searchers to 11 Vancouver high schoolers to probe their thinking
about Native American-White relations. He points out that viewing popular-culture
movies is related to the problem of empathic imagination: “Students are likely to be
swept quite completely into the ‘historical' world as presented on film, but unlikely to
exercise critical judgements of the filmic depiction of the past” (p. 352). This was
especially true, he found, of the more recent Dances with Wolves, rooted in the
contemporary culture in which students live and act. He concluded about the students’
evaluations of the film:

Its effectiveness was based on its being “realistic,” not on its being “accurate”....

Not having much information on the historical topic, when forced to make a

judgement, [students] fell back on their knowledge of “human nature” and their

sense of an appropriate and believable narrative line.... In other words, ironically,
the more a “historical” film presents life in the past as being similar to life in the

present, the more believable it is to these students. (Seixas, 1993, p. 364)

In other words, the influence of movies on students’ historical thinking can be
powerful. Seixas (1993) cautions that uncritical immersion in such films is a “dangerous
strategy on which to base history instruction, since it simply strengthens students’ already
considerable propensity to accept uncritically the media’s presentations of the past” (p.
366). Represented by the research of Wineburg and Seixas, historical thinking must be
understood as complex individual cognition with substantial socio-cultural overtones.

Collective memory (or cultural/social memory) is reflected in scholarship about
how ideas, meanings, and understandings of the past are socially constructed and

collectively shared across generations through families, media, works of art, literature,
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and film, museums, and public parks and monuments (Bal, Crewe, & Spitzer, 1999;
Frisch, 1989; Gedi & Elam, 1996; Kammen, 1995; Klein, 2000; Lowenthal, 1997;
Megill, 1998; Nora, 1989; Olick & Robbins, 1998; Ozick, 1999; Radstone, 2000;
Schudson, 1995; Sobchack, 1996; Wertsch, 1994, 2000, 2002, 2004; Zerubavel, 2003).
Bal, Crewe, and Spitzer (1999) define social/cultural memory as remembering that is a
cultural as well as individual phenomenon. Cultural remembering is something actually
performed as a result of collective agency: “Cultural memorization is an activity
occurring in the present, in which the past is continuously modified and redescribed even
as it continues to shape the future” (p. vii). For example, a Western icon like Custer has
been redescribed in cultural memory over the past several decades from unambiguously a
hero of westward expansion (as people who grew up in the 1950s might remember) to a
representative of exploitative Manifest Destiny; at the Little Big Horn today, a statue of
his Sioux enemy towers over the old monument to Custer’s Last Stand.

Wineburg (2001) reinforces this observation in his distinction between “collective
memory” and “collective occlusion” (stories and cultural codes blocked in the
transmission from one generation to the next). “Collective memory acts as a filter,” he
argues—what is remembered or occluded is constantly reshaped by contemporary social
pressures (p. 249). Some researchers have noted that collective memory can be distorted
across time and different societal groups (Schacter, 1995). Schudson (1995) argues,
“Distortion is inevitable. Memory is a distortion since memory is invariably and
inevitably selective. A way of seeing is a way of not seeing, a way of remembering is a
way of forgetting, too” (p. 348). Thus, people remember their collective past through

constructed narratives. Schudson (1995) suggests how movies are a kind of narrative
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memory text—the 1976 film All the President’s Men collapses the Watergate affair into a
narrative of two heroic reporters exposing a corrupt government, and the 1965 movie
musical The Sound of Music remembers Austrians mainly as Nazi victims rather than
collaborators. However, Kammen (1995) points out that “distortion or even the
manipulation of collective memory does not always, or inevitably, occur for cynical or
hypocritical reasons” (p. 340). Broad shifts in public narratives frequently coincide with
major social transformations. “How else can [society] coherently adapt to change, often
desirable change, without being plagued by a sense of inconsistency or sham?” (p. 340).
James Wertsch (1994; 2000; 2002; 2004) is an influential contributor to the
literature on the process of collective remembering. Wertsch (2002) contends that
collective remembering occurs through “narrative texts” that are important to us and that
people tend to think simply relate what actually happened. They are stories and
impressions that represent perceived notions of truth about the past. Narratives (whether
from books, school, movies, or family lore) serve as “textual resources” that stand in
between the events themselves (which younger members of the society could not have
experienced themselves) and individual understandings of them. Collective memory is
inherently “multivoiced”—which is to say, memory is “distributed” between the
performing individual and the “cultural tools” (language, narratives) employed. The
result is a “mediated action” that is a product of a “textual community”—the voice of the
actor and the available cultural tools. He rejects notions of “internalization” of collective
memory in favor of “mastery” (the ability to use a narrative without necessitating any
emotional commitment to it) and “appropriation” (to make a received narrative one’s

own). The counterpoint to appropriation is “resistance”—just because a narrative is
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mastered (or used) does not mean it is internally appropriated. Wertsch (2002) further
observes:

The tendency [is] to assume that it is somehow possible to produce collective

memory directly. Such an assumption is reflected in analyses that imply that if

we know about the narrative texts produced by a collective, we know what people
will think, believe, and say. In actuality, even the most exhaustive study of text
production cannot tell us whether narratives will be used in the way intended by

their producers. (p. 117)

Wertsch’s conceptualization is useful for considering the educational uses of
history movies. Schools are important sites for collective remembering. History movies
are widely circulated narratives about the past and how it relates to the present. They are
also textual resources employed as tools in cultural discourses, as demonstrated in the
Seixas (1993; 1994) and Wills (1994) studies of how students made use of Dances with
Wolves. Students are social actors who will use a textual resource in their own ways—
sometimes even in ways not intended by their teachers.

Critical Media Scholarship

This frame emerges from critical cultural and media studies that view media texts
as sites for social power, control, resistance, and formation of individual and societal
identities (Buckingham, 2003; Buckingham & Sefton-Green, 1994; Ellsworth & Whatley,
1990; Fiske, 1989; Giroux, 1999; 2002; Giroux & Simon, 1989; Masterman, 1985;
Segall, 1997, 1999; Shohat & Stamm, 1994; Stoddard, 2004). Segall (1997) has usefully
defined the critical media perspective as it applies to schools: “The core principle of

media education is that media are symbolic systems that need to be actively read....
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This, in turn, encourages students to actively produce their own meanings rather than
accept institutionalized meanings as givens” (pp. 230-231). A chief goal of critical media
education, then, is to educate students to be critical consumers of media, aware of the
influence media exert on individuals and society. Media are not just consumer
entertainment choices but tools for the active construction of social identities and
hierarchies.

Segall (1997) contends that students need to be “encouraged to explore how
knowledge (text) is produced, legitimated, and interpreted in its historical and social
contexts” (p. 233). Extending Segall’s rationale to history films, it is not sufficient to
think of history movies simply as expressions of knowledge—they are media texts with
social meanings explicitly and implicitly coded in them. For example, in the Steven
Spielberg’s 2005 film Munich, the Jewish characters speak English while their enemies
speak Arabic with subtitles. This choice is an intentional act that creates distance
between the PLO and the audience and more intimacy with the Jewish protagonist.
Exploring films as social texts takes on even greater importance when the film deals with
issues of race, power, and social inclusion (Stoddard, 2004; Stoddard & Marcus, in
press). Building on Shohat and Stamm’s (1994) work on the “burden of historical
representation,” Stoddard (2004) argues that films that portray marginalized or
underrepresented groups need to be used in the classroom especially carefully if students
are to be “able to form a more complex and diverse understanding of the great and
multiple contributions of all groups in our history” (p. 23). If not, students (especially

those of privileged backgrounds) could conclude that dominant societal power
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arrangements seen in mainstream films are normal, natural, and beyond the need to
critique or even consider.

The critical media frame raises controversial issues that deserve to be considered
when looking at the educational uses of history movies. Films are like any other
curricular material employed by a teacher for instructional purposes. Ellsworth and
Whatley (1990) ask, “How does the use of visual representation in curriculum materials
privilege some ways of knowing over others?” (p. 3). The powerful images of movies
communicate particular messages and information, and as a consequence others messages
and information are de-emphasized or ignored. Fiske (1989) notes the “intertextuality”
between popular culture commodities, as texts, and their audiences. Different audiences
read texts in different ways and make different uses: “The popular text is a text of
struggle between forces of...the readerly and the producerly” (Fiske, 1989, p. 127).
Movies (as media texts) in the classroom operate within an intertextuality between how
the students and teachers (as readers/audience) respond and make use of them and the
producer-intended responses and uses of the films as commercial commodities. Media
texts involving history, including movies, are produced for particular purposes to convey
particular messages about the past and society today. Masterman (1985) argues that any
history film,

should be seen as an ideological “working” of the past for the purposes of the

present. Students need to ask why this particular subject has been chosen, why it

is being treated in this way, what “lessons” are being drawn from it, and with

whose point of view we are being encouraged to identify. (p. 259)
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In other words, history films are not just about the past but also its relation to our world
today. What history they cover is only part of the equation, along with how they cover it
and why. In this sense, they are no different than written histories, which are influenced
by the passions, beliefs, and enthusiasms of their historian-authors (Jenkins, 1991;
Novick, 1988)

Critical scholarship generally espouses a radical-left ideology, perhaps best
reflected in the scholarship of Henry Giroux (1999; 2002). Though skeptical of the
influence of corporations like Disney on youth, he embraces film study in education as a
powerful learning tool. For Giroux (2002), films are “a new form of pedagogical text”
(p. 8) that “offer a pedagogical space for addressing how a society views itself and the
public world of power, events, politics, and institutions” (p. 10). It is possible to utilize
the explanatory power of this critical media scholarship without necessarily subscribing
to its ideological stances. This dissertation endeavors to be conscious of the core issues
raised by the critical media frame, chiefly that feature films are multifaceted societal texts
that warrant careful analytical readings by scholars who study them and teachers who use
them with students.

Rationale and Organization

With the history feature films conceptualized as a subject of research and
equipped with three theoretical frames drawn from scholarly literature, I now can lay out
the purposes and shape of the coming chapters. First, I detail the core questions at the
heart of this study—what I have learned about the instructional uses of history movies.

Then, I summarize the chapters to come and what they aim to accomplish.
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Guiding Questions

Two core questions lay at the heart of this study. First there is the question:
“What can students learn about the past, the people in it, and its relationship to our world
today from history movies?” History feature films are complex and diverse media texts.
Each film is a unique combination of selected historical information, interpretations, and
imaginations. They are narratives about the past made by and for people in the present.
It is important to consider what films can teach students about the past and its connection
to our contemporary experiences. How do movies convey factual historical knowledge
as well as fictional imagination? How do movies communicate meanings about history,
about people, and about societies? Most importantly, these questions explore the inherent
characteristics history movies possess that teachers can mobilize in their lessons.

There is also a second question: “What movies do teachers use in the classroom,
in what ways, and to what purposes and educational ends?” Teachers have a vast
selection of movies to choose from when designing film-based lessons. A film chosen
for classroom use is selected for specific purposes and employed in particular ways to
achieve instructional goals. Different teachers may use the same film in very different
ways to different ends. Every teacher has his or her own unique range of motivations—
intentions, needs, hopes, and goals—in bringing history movies into the classroom. How
do teacher motivations affect the film as experienced by students in the classroom? What
do these film-based lessons actually look like when carried out in the classroom? How
do students receive these film-based lessons? Most importantly, these questions explore
why teachers are drawn to the classroom use of movies, why they use them in the ways

that they do, and how students respond to them as instructional experiences.
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Structure of the Dissertation

This dissertation contains two loosely connected studies of history feature films as
texts for learning about the past. The first component is a conceptual analysis of the
educational potential of history movies; the purpose is to illustrate a way of evaluating
history films as instructional tools. The second component is a field study of teachers
and students watching films in actual secondary classrooms. Though these components
were conceived and conducted distinctly, this dissertation points out the connections
between them. In this introduction, I have tried to conceptualize my research subject,
position it within scholarly literature, and detail the kinds of questions this study aims to
address. The chapters to follow are summarized below.

Methods for Studying History Movies in the Classroom (chapter 2) details the
methodology employed in this study. It discusses the evolution of the project, both
intellectually and in execution. The chapter returns to the three scholarly frames and
describes how they informed the development of a pedagogical content analysis
framework for history feature films. Additionally, it describes methods for fieldwork in
actual classrooms, how teachers and students were recruited as participants, and the
observations and interviews in which they participated.

The Educational Potential of History Feature Films (chapter 3) focuses
conceptually on history feature films as subject-matter texts. The chapter lays out a
framework for conducting pedagogical content analyses of history movies, examining
what a film teaches about the past, the people in it, and its connection to the world today
along six pedagogical dimensions. The framework is applied in full on three history

feature films with the potential to be used, in whole or in part, in secondary classrooms.
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Seeing the Past, Playing It Safe: Four Cases of History Feature Films in the
Classroom (chapter 4) focuses on teacher and student interactions with history movies.

It explores teachers’ goals and motivations for teaching with film, how teachers actually
use film in the classroom, and what their film-based lessons accomplish. The chapter
offers four in-depth case studies of instructional uses of history movies in actual
secondary classrooms and analyzes what these teachers tried to do and why.

Conclusion: The Place of History Feature Films in Historical Literacy (chapter 5)
ties together the previous chapters. It offers further thoughts on why teachers use history
movies in their classrooms and lays out a vision of the role history feature films can play
in helping students develop historical literacy. Additionally, it considers some practical

implications of instructional uses of feature films on history teaching and learning.
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Chapter 2
Methods for Studying History Movies in the Classroom

This dissertation explores the potential of commercial mass-media feature
historical films when used for instructional ends. I employ three different research
methods: content analysis of three specific history feature films; observational case
studies of four different teachers; and in-depth interviews with the four teachers and a
small sample of their students. This chapter explicates the methods employed in the
study and their affordances and limitations.

Defining the Object of Analysis

This study focuses exclusively on the use of commercial mass-media history
motion pictures/feature films, colloquially called “history movies.” The first defining
characteristic is their commercial quality: they are consumable products made principally
for-profit, not educational purposes, and after their initial theatrical run or airings on
cable/satellite or broadcast television broadcast are released on private home video. The
second defining characteristic is mass-media orientation: wide national distribution in a
large number of movie theaters (generally more than one thousand screens in the opening
week) or on a major American cable/satellite or broadcast television network. Hence,
scholars often use the more general term “feature films” to describe them—they are full-
length “features” made by a film-production studio. The final essential characteristic is
their historical nature: the majority of screen time depicts historical settings or actual
historical figures or events. The “historical” measure can only be arbitrarily defined: for
the purposes of this study, a film is “historical” if it is set in a time period more than one

full decade from the present year, 2006.
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These definitional characteristics permit us to usefully distinguish between
possible film selections. By the above definition, Black Hawk Down (2001) would be a
possible title in this study—the film, distributed by Columbia Pictures and opening in
wide release on more than 3,000 screens, depicts the U.S. military action in Somalia in
1992. Likewise, All the President’s Men (1976) is a possible selection—though the film
was made only a few years after the Watergate affair, it was distributed by Wamer
Brothers and depicts events that occurred now more than 30 years ago. Caesar (2002) is
also a possible selection—though the film was produced in Europe, it originally aired in
the U.S. on TNT cable network and was subsequently released on home video. The
above characteristics also exclude certain selections. First, any documentary film that is
not a presented in the format of a dramatic narrative story is excluded, even if it had a
theatrical release—for example, Fog of War (2003). Likewise, educational documentary
films produced for television (PBS) or cable (History Channel) networks are excluded.
Additionally, dramatic films depicting past events that occurred less than a decade ago
(for example, films made in the past few years about the Enron corporate scandal) are
excluded. Lastly, small-scale independent (“‘art”) films or international films without a
domestic U.S. distributor are excluded; such films generally are not widely available on
VHS or DVD and are less likely then to be used in schools.

Exclusion is not a criticism of the quality of these films, their historical interest, or
their pedagogical potential. The purpose for defining the object of analysis in these
terms—commercial mass-media history motion-pictures/feature films—is to consider the
most influential popular-culture feature films about history that schoolchildren may

encounter. These are movies that youths (especially teenagers) are most likely to see on
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their own and that teachers are most likely to use in the classroom. Some scholars are
primarily interested in experimental “New History” art films (Grindon, 1994; Landy,
2001; Rosenstone, 1995c), but these are too obscure to find widespread use in U.S. public
schools. Nonetheless, the analytic tools employed in this study could very well be
extended to the study of other kinds of film as well.
Pedagogical Content Analyses of History Feature Films

The first approach taken to exploring the potential pedagogical use of films
entailed generating and testing a conceptual framework for document content analysis of
history feature films and what they might teach or be used to teach a viewer about the
past and its connection to our world today. Methods for content analysis of visual, audio,
and print documents are well established in quantitative research domains (General
Accounting Office [GAQO], 1989; List, 2002; Stemler, 2001). As described in the
literature, typical methods involve defining analytical categories, dividing up discrete
segments of content in the document into the appropriate categories, and calculating the
frequencies that certain instances in specific categories. For example, literary scholars
have used quantitative content analysis methods on writings of uncertain authorship by
calculating the rates of usage of certain words or phrases and comparing them to the rates
of usage of known authors. If the document of uncertain authorship uses certain
uncommon phrasings at a similar rate to a document of known authorship, it is likely that
they share the same author. This study, however, does not employ content analysis for
quantitative calculations. Instead, it takes the core idea of content analysis—a structured

consideration of visual and auditory material within established and carefully defined
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categories—and extends them into qualitative domains for the purposes of analyzing the
pedagogical potential of history feature films.

What I call “pedagogical content analysis” is the resulting product, an analytical
tool for considering a film’s pedagogical potential to teach the viewer about history. It is
concerned with how the film’s content (characterizations, dialogue, imagery, sounds),
narrative structures (storytelling devices and screenplay organization), and visual and
aural rhetorics (filmic conventions, scenic devices, and choices in sights and sounds)
convey information, alternative interpretations, and thematic messages about the past and
the people in it. The framework defines three categorical dyads (pairs of related
pedagogical functions) and uses them to explore both the holistic shape (the film-
document’s overall, dominant narrative) and discrete elements (individual scenes and
their relationship to each other) of a history feature film. The actual pedagogical content
analysis framework is presented and described in chapter 3.

I began the development of the content analysis rubric by consulting the literature
on content analysis methods (GAO, 1989; List, 2002; Stemler, 2001). However, these
extant methods were chiefly quantitative and did not directly address the kinds of
meanings and interpretations that I wanted to examine in history feature films. Informed
by the literature on cultural, media, and history film studies (Buckingham & Sefton-
Green, 1994; Fiske, 1989; Hayward, 1996; Landy, 1996; Loshitzky, 1997; Masterman,
1985; Nelson, Treichler, & Grossberg, 1992; Schatz, 2004; Sobchack, 1996) and
consulting journals like Film Comment and Film Quarterly, 1 set out to construct my own
framework. Important to the development of my thinking was the scholarship on history

in media (Carnes, Mico, Miller-Monzon, & Rubel, 1996; Davis, 2000; Doherty, 2002;
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Edgerton & Rollins, 2001; Landy, 2001; O'Connor, 1990, 2002; Rosenstone, 1995a,
1995b, 1995c¢, 2002; Sorlin, 2001; Toplin, 1996a, 2002a, 2002b; Toplin & Eudy, 2002;
Weinstein, 2001), on how people think about history and participate in collective or
social remembering of the past, including through movies (Bal, Crewe, & Spitzer, 1999;
Frisch, 1989; Gedi & Elam, 1996; Kammen, 1995; Klein, 2000; Lowenthal, 1997;
Megill, 1998; Nora, 1989; Olick & Robbins, 1998; Ozick, 1999; Radstone, 2000;
Rosenzweig & Thelen, 1998; Schacter, 1995; Seixas, 1993, 1994, 2004; Stoddard &
Marcus, in press; Wertsch, 2002, 2004; Wills, 1994; Wineburg, Mosborg, & Porat, 2000;
Zerubavel, 2003), and on film in cultural studies and media education (Buckingham,
2003; Ellsworth & Whatley, 1990; Giroux, 1999, 2002; Giroux & Simon, 1989; Segall,
1997).

Three scholarly frames were adduced from my reading: historians’ perspectives,
historical thinking/collective memory, and critical media scholarship. Each frame
suggests distinct central questions about the educational uses of history feature films (see

Table 2.1).
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Table 2.1

Three Scholarly Frames Informing This Study

Central Questions

Historians’ Perspectives

What role should historical scholarship/evidence play
in history feature films and what is the place for
invention?

What makes a history feature film’s account of the
past valid or invalid, sound or objectionable?

What kinds of history feature films convey the most

_powerful content knowledge for use in schools?

Historical Thinking/Memory

How do history feature films influence the ways that
people construct, communicate, and make use of the
past?

How do history feature films function as “narratives”
that mediate collective remembering and uses of the
past?

How do history feature films shape which
understandings of the past are appropriated or
occluded by young learners?

Critical Media Scholarship

How do history feature films create, reinforce, or
challenge existing social identities and power
hierarchies?

What knowledge and mental skills do young learners
need to think critically about history films as media
texts?

What kinds of curricular and instructional attention
are most effective in helping students learn from
history films?

These three frames and their central questions informed the development of the

pedagogical content analysis. Pedagogical functions along which the educational

potential of a history movie could be analyzed emerged from the issues that I inferred in

the scholarly literature. As explain in full in chapter 3, each function is a substantive lens

through which I explored particular concerns, but each is also linked with a closely allied

set of concerns. Hence, I have conceived them as six separately defined functions in
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three dyads. Table 2.2 lists the functions as dyads and details the analytic questions

central to the paired functions individually and jointly.

Table 2.2

Pedagogical Content Analysis Functions, Dyads, and Their Central Questions

Central

uestions

Jointly

Individually

Content Coverage

Period Representation

Historical fact and fiction
How does the film make
use of factual information
and fictional invention?

How well does the film
convey historical
knowledge based on
scholarly evidence about

How effectively does the
film re-create or represent
particular eras or elements
in the past?

Historical
Construction

Constructing the past and
the people in it

How does the film build its
historical narrative and
social depictions of its

......

How does the film build a
historical narrative through
available evidence and
How appropriately does
the film convey messages
about people in the past,

characters? especially marginalized
groups in relation to
dominant groups?
o How does the film involve
Empathy . the viewer emotionally in
Reacting to the past its representations of the
_______________________________ What are the film’s . past?
interpretive themes about e What conclusions about
the past and what ethical people, perspectives, or
Moral Response stances/ messages are events in the past are
conveyed? conveyed by the film and

how are they connected to
our world today?
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Evolution of the Framework

The pedagogical content analysis framework evolved in stages. In its initial
inception, I tried to stick close to its roots in quantitative document analysis. I developed
a grid-like checklist that sorted each scene in the film into one of the analytical
categories, with the ultimate purpose of tallying under which pedagogical function the
film is best classified (i.e., this film is mainly a “historical empathy” film). However, I
came to realize that a quantitative focus was too blunt. What I was really was interested
in was the film’s historical meanings and messages, not in calculating elements or
classifying film types. Furthermore, it made little sense to classify a film as chiefly
associated with one particular pedagogical function when a film relates to every
pedagogical function in some manner. Consequently, I shifted to format that allowed me
to use all of the analytical categories in analyzing each film.

The dyads themselves changed slightly, too. Initially, I paired Period
Representation with Social Representation (what later become Social Construction) and
Historical Construction with Content Coverage. While doing the first film analysis (for
The Alamo), | realized that the “representation” aspects did not align as meaningfully as I
initially conceived—what was really at the heart of that function was the active
construction of societal elements. Revised as Social Construction, it was paired with
Historical Construction—the active construction of historical narrative elements.
Likewise, Period Representation was paired with Content Coverage. My experience with
the first film analysis helped me align the connections and distinguish the specific
domains of the Content Coverage/Period Representation dyad more meaningfully. The

Alamo analysis was reorganized along the lines of the revised framework, which I used
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for the next two film analyses. Once the framework was set down in a clear, concrete,
and replicable format, it was possible to make cross-case comparisons of the films.
Although each pedagogical content analysis is unique and linked to the context of the
specific film, the common stock of pedagogical functions and their defining
characteristics and questions makes it poss<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>