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Finding the Perfect Balance: Visual Media in the Classroom 

Teachers have seen it happen thousands of times. Students put off reading the book and 

then suddenly the paper is due. What option do they have besides renting the movie and hoping 

and praying that it was close to the book or at least caught a few of the key messages? Anyone 

who has ever read (or written) a paper that was supposed to be written on The Scarlet Letter by 

Nathaniel Hawthorne but was truly based off of the 1995 movie starring Demi Moore knows the 

dangers of this scenario. Movies based off books regularly take a lot of artistic license, and often 

the end product will be so different that the only thing the movie and the book share is the title. 

Despite movies and books being two completely different art forms, schools are seeing more and 

more integration of movies into the classroom, specifically with those based on classic literature. 

   It is becoming increasingly more common for teachers to enlist the movie as an aid in 

teaching the book. They show clips of the movie, if not the whole movie, during class and base 

discussion of the book off of that. After all, at least this way students who would not ever read 

the book will still have a basic knowledge of what occurs. This method has proven to be more 

engaging to the new and upcoming generation and seems to draw them into class discussions. 

But is it effective? Is this method helping or hurting the students in their understanding of the 
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course material? Using movies to enhance a student’s education has several separate and distinct 

disadvantages and advantages. 

DISADVANTAGES 

LAZINESS 

There are numerous disadvantages behind the idea of cinema in the classroom, and perhaps one 

of the most worrisome is the idea that it will increase the laziness of the students. Kara Miller, a 

high school teacher in Boston, has noticed that laziness is on the rise in her classroom, with 

many of her students appearing “tired” and “disengaged” every day in school. “We’ve got a 

knowledge gap,” she notes, “spurred by a work-ethic gap.” Miller wrote an article on student 

work ethic for a local Boston paper and received many responses from local Bostonian college 

professors, agreeing that the students they are teaching are less intelligent and less inclined to 

think and work hard then they have been in previous years. “Students,” one college professor 

responded, “now feel entitled to high grades despite little work and want their hands held on 

every assignment, while they are unable to think for themselves” (Jaschik, 7).  

With the wealth of information available at a moment’s notice, many of the younger 

generation have accustomed themselves to being handed information without having to work for 

it – a problem that would simply be exacerbated by using films when teaching literature in class. 

Dieuwke Schott, a mother of three children with ages ranging from six to 11, has noticed this 

trend in her own home. “Too much technology and media can just create a sense of laziness. 

They don’t have to look for any kind of answer, everything is practically given to them. There’s 

no thought process involved, and so there’s less retention.” 
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If teachers wanted to teach Pride and Prejudice in a classroom, they could easily decide 

to use the A & E version produced by BBC. It is over five hours long and includes many of the 

smaller, hidden details of the book (BBC). Students would be more engaged with the movie and 

many would no longer feel the need to read the book – why would they have to? They now have 

the whole basic storyline. However, if this was the case, students would miss the many 

underlying integral meanings behind the story – the social commentary, the keen insight into 

human nature, and the very conflict of pride versus prejudice. Take for instance the following 

example: in Austen’s novel the relationship between Mr. Darcy and George Wickham is more 

developed than it is in the movie. In Pride and Prejudice Austen shows not only the difference in 

their social statuses, but also the many injuries that Wickham has perpetrated upon Darcy. 

Reading this relationship within the book and having those details makes it that much more 

impressive that Darcy ends up doing everything that he does for Wickham. It gives his love for 

Elizabeth more power and weight. Power and weight that is then lost in the movie. 

This situation is not one that is limited to Pride and Prejudice – it would be the same 

with any great work of literature. Poe, Austen, Dickens, Shakespeare, Twain, etc. All of these 

authors are incredibly complex, and they pile layers upon layers of meaning into their words. 

Linda Cahir, author of Literature into Film, writes extensively about the integral meanings that 

are to be found within books. The idea of there being an integral meaning (or several) to find 

within a story is not a new one and oftentimes movies, no matter how well they are produced or 

filmed, miss the meaning behind a story completely and, if they are able to capture it, can only, 

by limitation of time, capture one. By not reading the book students are completely missing out 

on the higher learning and interpreting that could be obtained (14). 
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BRAIN STUDIES 

Another worrisome concern that teachers have is that students simply will not create the same 

number of thoughts if they watch the movie rather than read the book. Recent studies have 

proven that the brain is not as actively engaged when watching a movie (or music video, play, 

etc…) as it is while reading a book. Synapses are not firing as often and new thoughts are not 

being produced at the same rate (Fort Dodge Community Foundation). Thoughts that are had and 

lost are a sad story indeed, but an even sadder one is the tale of the thoughts that never had the 

chance to exist.  

When students are reading a book they have the opportunity to be actively engaged. With 

pen in hand they can scrawl bursts of inspiration, arguments with the author, questions about the 

text, and scores of other ideas into the margins of the pages. Simply seeing the white space of the 

paper encourages the brain to find something to fill it, something new to consider about the story 

they are being told (Adler). However, when watching a movie the greatest temptation is to kick 

shoes off and microwave a bag of popcorn in order to more fully enjoy the experience of 

watching a film, and not to decipher the point of view or what impact the setting has on the 

ongoing plot. These thoughts that are never given the chance to be born are becoming a more and 

more common experience as students and teachers alike are substituting the experience of 

reading the book with the experience of watching the film. 

Not only are thoughts being lost and students becoming lazy, but making information too 

easy to comprehend may actually prove harmful to the brain in the long term. The brain is an 

incredibly amazing and complex part of the human body, and part of what makes it so unique is 

its unbelievable ability to adapt to situations and adjust to what is required of it. For instance, 

studies have shown that if the human body is positioned upside down continuously, it will only 
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take three days before the brain will switch the subject’s vision and make everything right side 

up. In only three days the brain will change what it has been doing for its whole existence in 

order to accommodate to the subject’s needs (Miyauchi et al, 201).  

The brain is constantly adapting to the needs of the body, and always searching to find 

ways to run more efficiently. If it encounters something that is no longer used or needed, the 

brain will either replace it or quietly take it away; it truly is a scenario of ‘use it, or lose it’ (The 

Franklin Institute). Anytime that the brain begins to process information in too much of one way 

it loses, or greatly diminishes, its ability to do it in any other fashion. 

This was a huge concern in Grecian society thousands of years ago, when greater and 

greater amounts of the population learned to read and write. Stories began to be written down 

and people worried that the brain’s capacity to memorize would disappear because people would 

no longer need to remember – it would all be written down for them. And, to a certain extent, 

this has proved to be true (Wolf, 192). The same concern is now being voiced about the amount 

of movies that are being shown in literature classes in schools. If students are taught from a 

young age to process information that is given to them in a solely visual form they will lose their 

ability to process words written on a page. Just as the memory capacity of the human brain went 

down years ago, so too would the processing ability of the written word now (Grossman et al, 

97).         

ADVANTAGES 

BRAIN ADAPTATION  

But everything is not quite as bleak as it might at first appear. There are, in fact, countless 

advantages to using movies and digital media in the classroom. This younger generation 
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(beginning with children that were born in the 1980s and continuing on to now) is a generation 

of technology. They seem to be born with an inherent knowledge of how to use technological 

systems to their best advantage and they learn better and more quickly when they are given the 

chance to learn with visual technology. 

Over time brains have been changing. As mentioned above, the brain is an incredibly 

adaptive organ, and studies have shown that it has been altering in a way that makes it easier for 

the brain to process information that is given to it in visual terms (Engel, 47). Dieuwke Schott’s 

oldest daughter, Aurora – age 11 – is a perfect example of this. She is a visual learner. “Her 

brain,” Dieuwke explains, “is actively engaged when she is watching a movie. If she can see 

emotional reactions from actors then she relates to them and to the story better. Some kids, like 

my youngest, Isabelle, can create the imagination from the black and white words on the page. 

But Aurora isn’t like that. She needs a place to start off with, an emotion to tie the story to.” That 

is how this 11 year-old child’s brain has learned to learn. She needs those visual images as a 

jumping off point, and if she does not have those, the story will never carry as much meaning to 

her. 

In addition to the emotional engagement that comes with movies, younger people are 

fascinated with technology. They are fascinated by the endless possibilities that this world holds 

for them and they seize onto every chance to use it. Students are more willing to learn when 

technology is involved and this, in turn, makes them more able to learn (Moeller & Reitzes, 32). 

In what is called the ‘placebo effect’ scientists have discovered that if the brain believes it can do 

something, the “odds of the brain being able to accomplish [that thing] go up by almost 30%” 

(Feinberg, 22). The most common place that you see this effect at work is in medicinal trial 

groups, where the participants do not know if they have received the actual drug that will help 
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them, or just a simple sugar pill substitute that looks identical to the real pill. The participant 

believes that they have the real drug, and their belief that they will get better enables them to get 

better. Put into terms of education, if a student believes that they will learn better, they will learn 

better. Many students today do not believe that they can learn without the aid of technology and 

visual stimulants and thus, if that is what teachers give them, they will learn better – simply 

because they believe that they can. 

COLLABORATION  

Much can be said on the front of movies enhancing a person’s knowledge and understanding, 

particularly of literature. A book is written by one person. Perhaps, in rarer occasions two, but 

more commonly it is just one. Authors only have one person’s ideas – their own. They write 

about what they want to write about, what they see as important or crucial to society. They write 

about what they see as integral to the structure of this world, or about the ideas that they want to 

see mixed into society more, or talked about more. But there is the old saying, “No two people 

have ever read the same book” (Glenn, 65). A movie is a collaboration of so many more people 

than just the author, and that collaboration and those different perspectives can be greatly used to 

enhance various meanings of the story – meanings that other readers may not have caught on 

their own. 

Three of the main people behind the creation of a movie are the director, the producer, 

and the screenwriter. The screenwriters have the important and daunting task of cutting the 

chosen book down to a production that is usually within the range of 90 to 120 minutes. They 

decide what dialogue is essential to keep and what can be summarized or changed. They decide 

which plotlines are vital to the story and which can go. They have to choose which words to 

focus on, which words will best convey the meaning behind the story (Cahir, 81). This is no 
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mean feat, and how the screenwriters read the story, what they liked and what they did not, will 

inevitably come into play with what they decide to emphasize. How they read the story plays a 

large part in determining how the movie will be scripted. 

Producers have a slightly more backseat role. In earlier times they played a much more 

active part in dictating what happens and when on a set, but today they have largely become the 

financier of the movie production. While this may seem trivial, it too plays a huge role in what 

aspects of a film are shown. Producers are paying the bill and this means that in most instances, 

what they liked about a book gets highlighted very well in the film (Cahir, 84 and Skillset). One 

of the main goals in movie making is keeping the producers happy, which oftentimes means 

incorporating in the movie what they loved about the book.  

Finally, there are the directors. They edit the scenes, they put all of the visual images 

together, they decide if the final cut of the picture is what they wanted or not. They tell the actors 

what expressions to use, where to move and when, what emotion should be portrayed, what the 

scene should mean (Cahir, 90 and Skillset). Some directors, such as Alfred Hitchcock, are so 

absolutely controlling in their idea of what they want, what can be said and acted, that there is no 

room for literary license on the part of the actors – everything must follow the perfect script 

(Princeton University). 

These three people are not the only three that work on a film – there are several others, 

and all of them are important. All of them read the book and picked out a different idea, and all 

of them want to bring that idea to the table. Because there are numerous amounts of people, there 

are many different brains and eyes picking out themes and highlighting them. Many times 

watching a movie adaptation of a book will make viewers see an aspect of the story that they had 
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previously overlooked. Perhaps they will discover a newfound appreciation for a previously 

disregarded character. Perhaps they will see symbolism in the white picket fence that had, in 

their eyes, been just what it initially claimed to be – a white picket fence. Looking at a book 

through the eyes of other people can open reader’s minds, and help them see what perhaps they 

had missed. 

SYNTHESIS OF IDEAS 

In addition to the collaborative work of various people, there exists the beautiful thought of the 

synthesis of ideas between a book and movie. Separately they are pieces of work to be analyzed 

and enjoyed, but together they create a synthesis of something entirely new. The best word to 

convey this idea is ‘diptych’. Diptych, most commonly used to describe art, is “a work made up 

of two matching parts” (Merriam-Webster Dictionary). Typically, one piece is comprised of 

words and the other is a visual representation – the two pieces are used to enhance each other.  

This is a very common artistic style in the great cathedrals of Europe. Paintings and 

tapestries align the walls, each one complimenting the other. On one side of the frame there is a 

scripture written in a beautiful calligraphy – frequently something from the New Testament – 

and on the other there is a painting, or a small tapestry, depicting an idea or symbol from the 

scripture. The picture on its own is beautiful. The scripture on its own is beautiful. But together 

they form an enhanced idea that is rich with imagery and symbolism that neither one can obtain 

on its own. Drawing their inspiration from these Cathedrals, it has become very common practice 

for Catholics today to have diptychs in their homes with scriptures or poems, as shown below: 
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(Fig. 1 Sacred Communion Edwards) 

The idea of diptych holds true with books and movies. The book is the textual side, the scripture, 

and the movie is the visual, the tapestry. Separately they are beautiful and creative – but put 

together they create something richer, something fuller, something even more defined and 

meaningful. 

CONCLUSION 

The phrase “moderation in all things” became commonplace for a reason – it is easily applicable 

and true for almost all things in life. It is true when people are planning out diets, it is true when 

people are preparing financial budgets, and it is true when teachers are using technology to teach 

a story.  

Figure 1 Sacred Communion (Edwards) 
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There is not even a question that movies, when well-made and thoughtfully produced, 

can enhance the meaning of a story. Movies bring to light so many aspects of a book – they stir 

the reader’s imagination, they bring to life the visual imagery of the scene, they heighten the 

emotion and feeling of the characters. But, when all is said and done, they are not the book. The 

book will always have more. More detail, more description, more length, and more layers. The 

book is irreplaceable, and teachers who are truly interested in teaching their students and helping 

them develop their reasoning and thinking will not even try.  

Balance is the key to finding the perfect union between movies and books. “I think,” 

Schott mused out loud, “if you can find a balance of music, media, and words it can tie things 

together. That can make the retention last longer.” In an ideal world a student would read the 

book, watch one or two versions of the movie, and then read the book again. Obviously teachers 

do not have time within their classrooms to do this, so the answer instead seems to lie in 

watching movie fragments. Read the book, pick a particularly emotional or poignant or 

significant scene, and watch how it is portrayed on the screen. Discuss the differences and how 

that scene was depicted in the movie versus in the book, whether it was better or worse or simply 

mediocre. Technology is amazing and movies are a particularly wonderful product of technology 

and ought to be utilized within a classroom. They offer new viewpoints and they bring attention 

to small details but, in the end, nothing can replace a book.   
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