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This essay argues that film, presently an under-utilized language and
cul tural learning resource, could be a potent instructional tool in the
foreign language curriculum. The writer contends that film, precisely because
it is a contemporary form of cultural expression, a medium of linguistic and
paralinguistic depth, and a motivating force for students, should be harnessed
in the classroom starting at the intermediate level of language training. The
writer provides a concrete example of how this can be done when he discusses
his university-level course, English Through Visual Media, in which films like
Casablanca, Dead Poets Society, Eleni, and Citizen Kane are exploited on the
linguistic as well as ~he cultural level.

INTRODUCTION
Almost ninety
Thomas Edison said:

years

ago

"I believe that the motion
picture
is
destined
to
revolutionize
our
educational
system, and that in a few years it
will supplant largely, if not
entirely, the use of textbooks in
our schools." (Madsen 1974: 441)
In the years since Edison
ut tered
these
words,
his
immeasurably popular invention has
moved from celluloid to laser disc
technology. However, in spi te of
Edison's
confident
predictions
about the pedagogical applications
of his invention, the educational
use of motion pictures pales before
.the sheer volume of visual media
exploi ted for entertainment.
The
fact is that, until recently, film
as a key instructional tool for
language and cultural learning has
been
slow
to
capture
the
imagination of those responsible
for language classroom practices.
There are several plausible
reasons for this.
One is that
until the last twenty years, the

technology for showing films has
been cumbersome and inconvenient,
not to say expensive, making only
the most determined teachers or
well endowed institutions, who have
toiled wi th the medium, aware of
its creative potential in the
classroom (Sulli van 1970).
Added
to this has been a residue of
prejudice which some teachers still
harbor against motion pictures and
television because of their close
association with the entertainment
industry.
The relationship with
entertainment
raises
questions
about the legitimacy of the central
role film could play in a formal
educational setting.
This has
resul ted in a slow growth of
instructional
demand,
making
material specifically designed for
language and cultural teaching
limited, costly, and often trivial.
However,
nowadays it
is
becoming less difficult to persuade
people that movies and television
are
legitimate
classroom
instructional media,
admittedly
different
from print media, but
often just as rich. Even if people
remain skeptical about visual media

