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Introduction

Tidings of any ‘new’ audio-visual medium entering the domain of public con-
sumption invariably seem to cause commentators to speculate on its poten-
tial educational use. In recent decades, it was the advent of innovative digital
applications that provoked such thought; earlier on, it was the promise of ana-
logue media such as still and moving photographic images. Pronouncements
on the subject tend to be made in rather grandiloquent terms: authors claim
that the particular technologies they advocate might in some way revolution-
ise current educational practice. The media they deal with are considered to
hold the potential of radically changing didactic methodologies, and by the
same token, solve century-old problems, both on the teachers’ part and on the
pupils’ or students’.

In practice, of course, the objects of such speculation do not always find
access very easily in (regular, formal) education. As a rule, compulsory school-
ing is financed at least in part out of public funds; therefore, the institutions
that provide it can rarely keep abreast of the most up-to-date audio-visual
developments. In addition to this, optimistic predictions are often countered
with objections, originating among others in the teaching field itself. If any
consensus between proponents and adversaries is eventually reached - often
at a time when the technology concerned has not been so new for quite a
while - one of the conclusions is that while it may indeed have certain didactic
benefits, its educational use ultimately depends on the production of media
texts that are sufficiently adapted to the specific purposes they should serve in
schools. The immediate implication is that such texts necessarily differ from
the kinds of material that are already available, and that are used in other,
non-educational environments.
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‘CLASSROOM FILMS’: WHAT'S IN A NAME?

In the early 1940s, entrepreneur A. A. Schoevers produced a memo, addressed
to the Dutch government, that contained a number of guidelines for the estab-
lishment of a new, official body. The agency he had in mind would take on the
task of coordinating the supply of films for use in regular (compulsory) edu-
cation. The document was part of a larger corpus of texts which, collectively,
make a plea for the conception of such an organisation with money provided
by the Dutch government. The first few paragraphs of Schoevers’ text read:

If a film deals with a subject in its entirety, and from life - for example

a business, a region, the life or fortunes of people, animals, plants etc.

- then it belongs, since feature films are not being considered here, to
the category of the Classroom films, Propaganda (Educational) films or
Cultural films. [...]

Classroom films, however, need [...] to fulfil the following conditions [...],
by which they strongly distinguish themselves from Educational and
Cultural films.

1. They provide a piece of reality, whereby subjects are addressed that fit
into the curricula of all primary schools. [...]

2. Life should be represented in such a way, that the suggestion is made
to the pupils that they experience the events in reality. [...]

3. A minimum of visuality needs to be provided [...]. Redundant details
need to be left out or kept in the background[...]. [...]

4. The events should be recorded and arranged in such a way, that the
connection between them does not give insurmountable problems.*

In most of the documents that are part of the corpus, the author’s strategy is
to question the intentions of other (existing) distributors of so-called ‘edu-
cational’ films. Arguing that their purposes are often purely commercial, he
implies that the films they provide cannot possibly be geared towards the edu-
cational needs of the children they target.” In this particular text, however, he
focuses instead on the qualities of the items that the new institute is meant to
supply: on the subjects they should deal with, and on the ways in which they
should select and structure their material. In the process, Schoevers basically
specifies how these films, as texts, distinguish themselves from other, more
broadly educational shorts - shorts which, therefore, he does not designate as
onderwijsfilms: ‘classroom’ or ‘teaching films’.?

Considered retrospectively, the author’s approach is not so self-evident.
Therequirements he formulates, after all, form part of a programme for intend-
ed production: the writer stipulates, even before the establishment of the body
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he advocates, the standards to which its films will be held. In the same move-
ment he also creates, or gives substance to, a supposedly non-existent genre.
He personally underlines this fact by making use of a newly-forged label.*

In those circumstances, it is remarkable that the chosen term found
acceptance quite readily in subsequent months and years. As soon as the pro-
posed organisation, which immediately integrated the label into its company
name, became operational, commentators readily adopted it.5 In most cases,
the term’s users also employed it without questioning its semantic scope.
From the moment it was introduced, then, authors seem to have known intui-
tively what sort of material it covered.

Once again, this is striking, especially if one considers the fact that the
label itself does not foreground the films’ presumed characteristic features,
but rather the purpose they were meant to serve — or more accurately, the
institution within which they were supposed to function.® Apparently, then,
the term onderwijsfilm, much like its German and French counterparts (Unter-
richtsfilm and film d’enseignement/film scolaire), did not owe its semantic
transparency to the fact that it concerned a textually well-delineated category
of films, but rather to its relation to a very specific screening location, a set
of institutionalised practices, and/or a given audience.” As such, it may have
derived extra resonance from the fact that the first half of the compound high-
lights what is exceptional about this type of film (as classrooms were not the
sort of settings with which the medium was most commonly associated). At
the same time, it evoked a number of connotations: it called up memories of
a series of then-recent discussions on the role which film might play in the
teaching of children, and of experiments with moving images projected in
schools.?

Of course, the decision of the Dutch author to emphasise instead the tex-
tual singularity of the films he deals with should be seen as part of his endeav-
ours atthat pointin time. The documents he produced were primarily a means
to get something out of his intended sponsors, the national government - a
fact which in turn accounts for their highly normative character. Yet in spite
of this, his views show a remarkable similarity to the sorts of claims that have
been made about these films in more recent years.

ACADEMIC DEBATES

Within the field of media studies, academic interest in what is sometimes
referred to as ‘utility films’ - a term which, like ‘teaching films’, foregrounds
the material’s utilitarian aspects - has increased considerably in the last dec-
ade or so.? Recent attention to such material is part of a more general inquisi-

INTRODUCTION



14 |

tiveness among researchers about so-called ‘ephemeral’ genres: bodies of
film which, despite the fact that they formed part of the cultural experience
of several generations of people, have figured less prominently in (national)
media histories.” Inquiry of this type, some argue, has in turn been encour-
aged by people working in archives and repositories, and in particular, keep-
ers of so-called ‘orphan films’ (yet another label that has recently gained more
widespread use) (Massit-Folléa 2004, 131)."*

So far, the relevant research has focused to a considerable extent on
aspects of technological development and mechanisms of the market - result-
ing, among other things, in histories of production and/or distribution. In
work on films deployed specifically for classroom purposes, authors some-
times also address issues concerning the medium’s educational success or
effectiveness. Studies of this type tend to be carried out by historians of peda-
gogy, sociologists or psychologists, whose research goals are often of a more
instrumental nature, in the sense that they are geared towards the improve-
ment of the audio-visual teaching aids that are presently available.

In my own contribution to the utility film debate, I shift the emphasis away
from aspects of production, distribution and effectiveness to textual and rhe-
torical matters. Despite the general interest in ephemeral corpora in recent
years, few scholars so far have dealt specifically with the films as texts, or even
made suggestions as to how this might be done. Some questions, mostly
methodological, have already been formulated (see, for instance, Prelinger
2006), but the majority of them have yet to be answered. Doing so, I believe, is
pre-eminently a task for media scholars.

The Problem of Textual Specificity

One of the few people who have ventured into a thorough analysis of a body of
such work is the French author Genevieve Jacquinot. Image et pedagogie: Ana-
lyse sémiologique du film a intention didactique (1977) is a study of films which
specifically address an audience of schoolchildren, with the proclaimed goal
of helping them acquire insights specified by the formal curricula. The book
marks the beginning of the author’s long career as a theorist of audio-visual
media for didactic purposes.’® Written well before the interest in utility films
began to gain its present momentum, it positions itself within a semiotic tra-
dition, and sets out to uncover how the films under scrutiny make use of the
so-called ‘cinematographic language’ (langage cinématographique). Jacquinot
describes the process of coding and decoding classroom films, with the ulti-
mate purpose of crafting the means by which, eventually, the potential effects
of a cinematic mode of expression on the learning process could be explored.
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Borrowing Christian Metz’ descriptive terminology (Metz 1968 and 1971), she
works towards a taxonomy of didactic films and television programmes which
centres around the question of cinematic specificity. Her final conclusion is
that, in general, audio-visual media for teaching merely reproduce a tradi-
tional model of pedagogical communication, and that they therefore have
more in common with other tools used in classrooms than with films shown
elsewhere.*

Despite the fact that Jacquinot’s work came about within a scientific
framework that has now been abandoned, her views are still very much alive.
In the absence of relevant research in the intervening years, the stock image
of classroom films as extremely formulaic seems to endure - even in academic
circles.’s Apparently, most observers continue to think of such material in
terms of deviations from a particular filmic norm. However, whereas Jacqui-
not explicitly identified this standard as that of narrative fiction film (1977, 29)
most of her colleagues do not, and simply neglect to specify a reference point.

In all of these cases, one of the factors that contribute to an overly general-
ising assessment of the films’ textual appearance seems to be the way in which
these writers demarcate their corpus (or even neglect to do so at all). In an
article on the topic, I pointed out that Jacquinot reasons in a circular manner,
in the sense that she takes the same traits that she considers to constitute the
genre’s divergence from the cinematic norm as a yardstick for her choice of
sample texts (Masson 2006, 12-16). The picture that results from such a modus
operandi is not only highly selective but also insufficiently specific, if only
because a good deal of the textual features of so-called ‘didactic’ films are also
common in other texts, including items that do not fit the more pragmatic
criteria which the use of that term indicates.

OBJECTIVES

The main purpose of this work, then, is to suggest an alternative to the afore-
mentioned approaches. However, while I take a corpus of classroom films as
my analytical object, my ultimate purpose is to subvert some of the clichés
that govern thinking about a much wider range of texts, and that includes
most titles that are not normally considered to qualify as entertainment films.
An endeavour of this type seems long overdue, especially if one considers
that audio-visual media have by now been applied to an almost incalculable
number of more ‘prosaic’ purposes. In this study, I look back upon a period
in which practices of this type had literally multiplied, and continued to pro-
liferate: the decades immediately after the Second World War.'* While thus
exploiting the advantages of retrospective research (among others, a sufficient
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amount of distance, in the diachronic sense, from my object of study), I aim to
produce results that can in turn provide a starting point for a consideration of
contemporary media.

The method which is needed, it follows from the above, should fulfil two
basic conditions. On the one hand, it has to allow users to sketch a more var-
ied, and therefore, more complete picture of the range of films that such util-
ity corpora hold. On the other hand, it has to enable them to determine more
accurately what distinguishes films within a given category from those that
do not qualify for membership. By implication, then, it also has to allow for
consideration of the elements that mutually connect them.

The first condition stems from my own experience that classroom films
cannot be described in terms of sets of ‘typical’ features: textual elements
characteristic of, and determinate for, the genre as such (if this term is at all
appropriate here). First, because the titles Iviewed seem to deploy an extreme-
lywide array of filmic resources - so wide even that family resemblances, to use
Ludwig Wittgenstein’s phrase, between sample texts are sometimes hard to
find (1973, 31-32, 65-67).Second, because those resources (a term I use to refer
not only to technical procedures, such as recording or editing techniques, but
also to the more encompassing rhetorical strategies of which they form part)
are in no way unique to this particular material. As it turns out, they show up
in films that were available for exhibition in different settings, including non-
educational ones. As such, they inevitably encourage an observer to notice
the connections with cinematic conventions and traditions that exceed the
corpus’ boundaries - even conventions that some of the above authors might
consider to belong strictly to the domain of narrative fiction film (compare
Masson 2006, 13). Therefore, it is imperative that I leave room in what follows
for those non-specific features.

A crucial step in the process of finding a method that fulfils both the afore-
mentioned conditions, of course, is to ask the most productive research ques-
tion. One of the dangers of the analytical approaches discussed above is that
of immanentism: the consideration of films without reference to the histori-
cal conditions - material, ideological, institutional - in which they acquired
meaning.'” Here, in contrast, I discuss issues which, strictly speaking, exceed
the boundaries of the text itself. Specifically, I deal with matters of rhetorical
address: I try to answer the question of how classroom films ‘speak to’ the audi-
ence they target. This requires that in the course of analysis, I also consider, or
‘implicate’, the films’ consumers - not so much as actual beings, but in terms
of their presence (in absence) in the text itself.*® In order for this to be pos-
sible, I need to shift my attention away from a given set of titles to the relation
between those, and the functional frameworks in which they operated.

In doing so, I use the notion of dispositif: a term that designates the set-
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up of technology, text and viewing position that is relevant, for instance, to a
particular corpus (see chapter 2). In operationalising this notion as an instru-
ment for analysis, I introduce the more specific denominator ‘pedagogical
dispositif . I use this phrase to refer to the particular features of the set-up that
is most relevant to the corpus that serves as a model here. Turning the dis-
positifnotion into an analytical tool is also a crucial step in the methodological
endeavour that is central to this work.

Analytical Model: The Classroom Film

Having pointed out that the classroom film functions in this book as an ana-
Iytical model, I still need to elucidate what makes it such a good example. My
main reason for choosing it is that among the more ‘utilitarian’ genres, class-
room films have received comparatively little attention, even in the last few
years. If the recent revival in the study of the cinema’s peripheries has clearly
lead to more academic interest in, for example, amateur and family films, or
films produced/screened in a corporate context (sometimes called ‘industrial
films’), teaching films have not raised the same level of curiosity — especially
those that were made in the period that I characterise in the following pages
as one of (limited) institutionalisation." In other words, in pursuing my more
general research goals, I want to take the opportunity to call attention to a
hitherto somewhat neglected corpus.

An added benefit of focusing on a corpus of classroom films is its excep-
tionally close connection with the social institution within which it was once
exhibited. Let me illustrate this point by making the comparison between the
corpus discussed here, and another body of utility titles: the industrial films of
the Dutch Heineken corporation.

On the face of it, there is an obvious filiation (Perkins 1992) between this
corpus and a given institution (a term referring here not only to the specific
company with which it is associated but also to business or industry as such).
However, this changes if one tries to make the relation between the two more
concrete; for instance, by considering the collection in terms of the audiences
to which the films were shown. Among the Heineken titles, one can distin-
guish between items that were screened for spectators employed by the firm
(for example, workers who had to be trained in operating, or cleaning, tools
and machines) and for outside audiences (for instance, an ensemble of enter-
tainment film viewers, the people targeted by the company’s many commer-
cials and promotional shorts). Subsequently, one can further diversify within
each of those categories; for instance, in terms of the various professional, and
therefore, institutional, echelons of each audience group.* In the case of the
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collection that I deal with in this work, none of this applies. The reason is that
the material contained in it, according to the distributing agency’s bylaws,
could only be shown to schoolchildren, and on the premises of subscribing
institutions.>* I believe that focusing on a corpus with such tight links with a
receiving institution is an advantage, because it makes for a very firm guide-
line in the process of devising the most appropriate analytical approach.

(ORPUS

One difficulty I encounter when taking the classroom film as my object is that
it is a category of which the boundaries are extremely blurry. This blurriness,
of course, is a problem for anyone who deals with any sort of class, textual or
otherwise. However, when focusing on an under-researched genre, the dif-
ficulty is even greater, because no one has yet uncovered the discursive con-
ventions that form the basis for the ways in which we think and speak about
that particular category. In the case of teaching films, the class indeterminacy
is underscored by the fact that there is no generally accepted term to refer to
it. In literature dealing with corpora comparable to my own, such items are
alternately designated as ‘educational’ (Saettler 1990), ‘didactic’ (Jacquinot
1977), ‘pedagogical’ (Odin 1984), ‘classroom’ (Horni¢ek 2007) or ‘teaching’
films (Masson 2002), and sometimes even ‘instructional’ films (Saettler 1990)
- or any of their foreign-language equivalents. Each of these phrases, however,
highlights a different feature in its respective group of referents, even if the
distinctions between them are sometimes quite subtle.*

The easiest solution to this problem, of course, is to choose a method of
selection based on textual characteristics, as this leads to a neat, easily survey-
able corpus. The downside of such an approach is that it may provoke rather
predictable conclusions. Therefore, I give preference to a delimitation on the
basis of purely pragmatic grounds. The one feature which connects all the
adjectives mentioned above is the fact that each focuses the user’s attention on
the relation between the films as texts, and some sort of framework - whether
in the physical sense, or a more metaphorical one - within which a process of
teaching takes place. The link between those two, in turn, is what I designate
here as their ‘deployment’. The most significant connection between the films
I study, in other words, is the fact that they were all used within institutions of
formal education - a given which necessarily had far-reaching implications
as to the ways in which they acquired meaning. Considering the importance
of the relation between texts and their functional frameworks in the process
of interpretation, it is also the most logical basis for corpus selection in this
work.
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Collection and Provenance

The ensemble of texts which I choose to concentrate on fully complies with
the above criterion. The corpus is composed of materials that originate from
the collection of a médiatheque which catered to the user group most relevant
to the institutions mentioned: one consisting exclusively of classroom per-
sonnel.? After the film medium became obsolete as a didactic aid, the col-
lection was deposited with a research institute (the former Stichting Film en
Wetenschap [Foundation for Film and Science]) and later on, with an audio-
visual archive (the Netherlands Institute for Sound and Vision).?* Although I
cannot consider all the films that have been distributed in the period I focus
on - if only because there are too many - I do not make a further preliminary
selection within this corpus on the basis of additional (for instance, textual)
criteria.?

All the films included in the analysis were once part of the catalogue of
Stichting Nederlandse Onderwijs Film (Netherlands Foundation for Educa-
tional Film, more widely known as ‘NOF’). NOF was a national, semi-official
body for the production and distribution (rental) of audio-visual media for
education, set up in the early years of the Second World War. (Its instigator was
Schoevers, the author of the document I quoted from at the beginning of this
introduction.) > With its activities, the foundation primarily targeted what was
known in the Netherlands as ‘primary education’ (lager onderwijs, comprising
those schools which catered for children of the compulsory school age, from
six to twelve) and ‘extended primary education’ (voortgezet or uitgebreid lager
onderwijs — umbrella terms for a wide variety of short-term, advanced training
courses, usually aimed at pupils who would not pursue academic study). Most
of the films it distributed dealt with subjects which, according to the institute,
tied in with the curriculum of those two types of education. In addition to this,
NOF also administered a smaller number of titles which addressed special-
ist topics, either intended for children in vocational schools or for what was
known as ‘secondary education’ (middelbaar onderwijs, the kind which pre-
pared students for further studies).

In its first few years, the foundation concentrated on the age group from
nine to fourteen. Later on, it also targeted older children (up to sixteen/eight-
een) and younger ones (those in the first few years of lower school).?” For the
latter two categories, however, the selection was limited - a circumstance that
also made for fewer rentals among users involved with those categories of
pupils. In the mid-1950s (NOF’s peak years for the period under considera-
tion, which runs until 1963) the foundation serviced around 4,000 schools,
attended by about one-third of the Dutch school population at the time.

In the first decade of its existence, NOF distributed only mute 16mm
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films.» Later, from 1954 onwards, it also provided titles with sound. In the
first half of the 1950s, it added filmstrips to the collection: short stretches of
35mm celluloid, used for stationary projection. In subsequent decades, the
institute’s media repertoire was extended once more with video (various for-
mats) and software for computers (several generations). This evolution was
eventually also marked by a change in name (in 1970, ‘NOF’ became ‘NIAM’,
Stichting Nederlands Instituut voor Audio-visuele Media [Netherlands Insti-
tute for Audio-visual Media]) (Ottenheim 1991, 49-50, 55-63).

Exemplary Status

As I consider the texts under scrutiny here primarily as objects of usage, I
pay only limited attention to the circumstances of the films’ production. In
the course of analysis, for instance, I do not, as a rule, distinguish between
materials made by NOF itself and titles acquired elsewhere (from specialist or
non-educational suppliers, in Holland or abroad). Distinctions of this type, I
believe, do not help to answer the questions I ask. Therefore, I only mention
them if this is essential for the historical and/or theoretical positioning of my
research object - the purpose of the entire first half of this work. (For interest-
ed readers, however, some basic data on the films’ production and acquisition
are provided in a separate filmography.)

Another reason for this is that not only the classroom film as such, but
also the particular corpus which I study functions as an exemplary one, i.e. asa
mere analytical model. The observations I make in the following chapters are
based on aviewing of a Dutch audio-visual collection which was distributed on
anational scale. Therefore, the research inevitably contributes to the film his-
toriography of the Netherlands (at least, if the latter is conceived of, again, in
broader terms than mere productional ones). In my first chapter, for instance,
I occasionally point out that a given criterion for production or distribution,
or certain features of the films which NOF supplied, were exceptional from
an international point of view (in the sense that they were absent in writings
from, or items released by, foreign providers). However, it is not my main pur-
pose to write a specifically Dutch film history.

AsIexplained, I am choosing to consider the NOF collection because the
films that constitute it were once deployed in formal educational institutions,
mostly by teachers in primary and (early) secondary schools. Within the con-
text of an inquiry into aspects of rhetorical address, however, this provides
insufficient analytical guidance. For even if those films, by virtue of the distri-
bution principles of their suppliers, could only be put to use in those particular
types of institution, this still leaves room for a whole range of possibilities in
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terms of the material’s actual deployment, and therefore, in terms of the ways
in which those texts could acquire meaning. Chapter 2 will be devoted to an
exploration of the conditions for the corpus’ use, and subsequently, an expli-
cation of the conceptual choices that  make before embarking upon analysis.

First, however, I position my research object in another way: as a histori-
cal construct. A circumstance which makes the notion of a ‘classroom film’
particularly problematic is its close connection with a series of pastideas, ide-
als and practices. At the beginning of this introduction I pointed out that this
denominator cannot be pried loose from the entrepreneurial activities of the
people who first deployed it in a more or less systematic fashion. It originated
within, or more precisely, caught on as the result of, a very specific endeavour,
with its own ideological, but also economical and political roots and implica-
tions. As such, then, the term is all but neutral; it cannot be used as an empty
container, easily ‘filled up’. The purpose of chapter 1 is to investigate the many
historical connotations that stick to it — and by the same token, to the films
that I analyse.

TIME FRAME

In this work, I exclusively deal with films made and released between 1941
and 1963. The first is the year in which NOF began production. The starting
point of the period which my inquiry covers, in other words, is very simply the
moment of establishment of the collection studied. However, there is also a
more fundamental reason why I let my research commence here. The early
1940s, I argue further on, is actually the era in which the supply of films for
teaching slowly began to reach a degree of what one might call ‘institution-
alisation’. In those years, distribution activities were carried out more and
more often by specialised bodies who occupied themselves primarily, or even
exclusively, with that particular task. At the same time, and because of it, the
use of the medium in schools could take on a more systematic form - a level of
organisation that was also a condition for its deployment as an actual didactic
tool. The latter circumstance is of considerable importance because it touches
upon the core of my elucidation (in subsequent chapters) of the concept of
classroom film. In addition, 1963 is the year in which school television was
introduced in the Netherlands. Justification of my choice for the latter date
requires a little more elaboration.

Even the roughest preliminary survey of the NOF collection shows that a
comprehensive study of all of its contents exceeds the scope of a single project.
(According to archive sources, the total number of titles in the lot is around
2,000.%°) Sketching a picture of the material’s textual variety along the whole
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breadth of the corpus - a project that involves a comparison of as many texts
as possible - therefore requires a temporal restriction.

One period that can be excluded right away is that which begins with the
introduction of video (in 1974; see Ottenheim 1991, 49, 68). The reason for
this is not so much the different material characteristics of the format as such,
but rather the fact that it allows for much more flexibility than film in terms
of deployment. For instance, video offers a good deal more possibilities when
it comes to the selection of what is shown - a circumstance which, in extreme
cases, can even lead to alterations with respect to what one might designate as
the film ‘text’. In addition to this, the use of video (VCR systems, in particular)
also provides more options in terms of a screening’s insertion into a lesson or
lesson sequence. Historically, both of these factors must have had their bear-
ing on the ways in which the programmes shown acquired meaning. While the
juxtaposition of texts on film/tape would make for a very interesting compara-
tive analysis, it clearly exceeds the scope of this work.

Meanwhile, the period under scrutiny must at the very least extend to the
time when the use of film in schools had reached a (first) level of saturation: a
stage when all teachers who were willing to employ the medium were in a posi-
tion to do so. In the first years after the Second World War, the use of film in
education was gradually winning ground, but the process was still hampered
by shortages, both in terms of suitable titles and in terms of operational pro-
jection equipment. By the mid- to late 1950s, supply and demand matched
each other more closely. Atthe same time, a stagnation seems to have occurred
in the intensity of classroom film use (see chapter 1). Considering that it is my
aim here to focus on systematic deployment (also from a conceptual/methodo-
logical point of view), items that were available at that point in time must be
included. The most obvious choice, therefore, is a time frame that covers the
period between 1941 and the early 1960s, or shortly thereafter. This way, the
research covers the entire process of classroom film institutionalisation up
until the point where the medium had reached its peak in popularity.

My final cut-off date (1963) is the year in which Dutch school television
was launched (under the name of Nederlandse Onderwijs Televisie [NOT]).3*
My choice for this date is inspired, once again, by practical considerations.
As in the case of video, television’s particular deployment options must have
entailed that the programmes shown acquired meaning in different ways
than 16mm films - albeit this time as a result of the medium’s lesser flexibility
(for instance, in terms of the timing of presentations). As opposed to mag-
netic tape, which was first used about ten years later, (school) television was
not introduced with the express purpose of eventually replacing a less up-to-
date format, and also in practice, both media were long used alongside one
another. A study which covers the period until after the time of TV’s classroom
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debut should take into account the above-mentioned distinctions. In addi-
tion to this, it should also consider the possibility of intermedial interaction
or exchange between film and television as such (as the latter medium had by
then secured itself a place in most middle-class households; see Bank 1994).
Again, however, I have to exclude such directions from my research, as they
exceed the scope of a single monograph.3?

APPROACH

This work consists of two main parts, each of which fulfils a specific function
in the text as awhole. Both therefore also require their own, separate methods.
As my analytical approach is largely based on observations I make at the end of
partI, I consider them only briefly here, elucidating them further at the begin-
ning of part II (chapter 3).

The purpose of the first half of the book is to position my research object.
Above I emphasised the close connection between the term (and concept)
‘classroom film’ and a series of historical practices, but also ideas and ideals
pertaining to the use of film as an educational tool. These ideas are explored
through a discursive analysis of mostly primary texts. Apart from conceptions
relevant to the film corpus which I analyse later on, I also look at notions that
were entertained in earlier decades - a time when, incidentally, the medium
was used in ways that disturbed the authors of later years. In addition to this,
I consider how the supply of film for education (in the widest sense of that
phrase) was organised at the time. For the latter purpose, I draw to a large
extent on the research of others.

A second goal of part I, in addition to historically locating the concept
which I work with, is to delineate, or construct, my own object of analysis. I
mentioned that my interest in the NOF collection is due primarily to its status
as an object of usage: the fact that the films it contains, collectively, were sub-
ject to a series of very specific practices. Necessarily, this also has its bearing
on the choices I make in the process of delimiting my research object, and
by the same token, my concept of classroom film as such. In order to be able
to make those choices, I first need to learn more about the aforementioned
practices. Since primary sources on the subject are hard to come by, my obser-
vations here are largely of a hypothetical nature. In most cases, my statements
are based on a combination of retrospective accounts and the results of a re-
evaluation of the same sources that I rely on in the first half of part .33

The primary purpose of this study, however, is to find an answer to the
question of how the films under scrutiny address their spectators. The main
portion of the text, therefore, is devoted to a rhetorical analysis. The word
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‘rhetorical’, here, should be interpreted in its widest possible sense: not as the
means by which the films discussed persuade their audiences that what they
show or say is reliable or true, but rather as the ways in which they may help
establish, or keep up, a communication with the spectators they target. My
focus on what I call the films’ ‘modes of address’ necessarily implies that I
conceive of textual meaning not as something that is fixed, or enclosed, within
the text itself, but as something that needs to be activated within a very specific
(performative) situation.’* The configuration of elements which I consider to
be characteristic of this situation inevitably constitutes an abstraction, a sim-
plification of a more diverse reality. Its main features, however, are derived
from my findings on historical practice, as obtained in part I.

In order to structure my discussion, I take my departure from two pre-
liminary observations. The first is that classroom films - like all rhetorical
constructs - are primarily oriented towards encouraging, or motivating, their
addressees to watch or listen, or to continue watching/listening. In this pro-
cess, they make use of a wide array of strategies, which differ considerably
from one another in terms of the assumptions they make about what appeals
to their audience. What connects these strategies is their basic modus oper-
andi: one way or another, they all seek to motivate by ‘implicating’ (i.e., inte-
grating, somehow, into the text itself) the readers they target. It is a search for
the mechanisms behind this principle of implication that will guide me in
making an inventory of the strategies that teaching films use.?5

My second preliminary observation is that in this process of implication,
many of the films discussed - although by no means all - seem to direct, or
re-direct, their audience’s attention towards the specific (institutional, peda-
gogical) set-ups in which viewing takes place, and in which textual meaning
comes about. In doing so, I believe, they contribute to the positioning of their
readers: they steer them towards the most desirable viewing attitude for those
particular films. Again, they do so by means of textual elements - some very
inconspicuous, and restricted in time to a single shot or sequence; some more
prominent, and sometimes also repeated, or stretched out, along the entire
span of the film. The ultimate purpose of my analysis is to also identify those
‘ingredients’, and subsequently, to classify them according to the discursive
levels on which they manifest themselves. In this process, I make use primar-
ily of concepts borrowed from narratology.*
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ORGANISATION OF THE BOOK

Inthe first half of thiswork, I explained, I position myresearch object: I explore
the concept of classroom film, question it, and subsequently (re-)delimit it, in
view of the textual interpretation that follows. This section of the book in turn
consists of two chapters. In the first I consider discourse pertaining to film as
an educational means and practices that are aimed at making the medium
available for didactic use. I concentrate, first, on the years and decades leading
up to the Second World War, and then, on the subsequent period, in which the
aforementioned practices had reached a certain level of institutionalisation.
In the second (post-war) section of the chapter I rely primarily on the (often
highly normative) writings produced by NOF. In chapter 2 I formulate some
hypotheses on the deployment of teaching films in the schools which the insti-
tute catered to, partly on the basis of those same sources. I concentrate here
on two of the most common usage patterns. The conclusions I draw in turn
inform the conceptual choices which I make in the second half of the chapter,
where I also expound my notion of a pedagogical dispositif.

Part IT begins with a short methodological chapter, in which I make explic-
it some of my basic analytical assumptions. In this section I discuss the con-
cept of rhetoric, and explain how I deploy it in the chapters that follow. I argue
that rhetoric should be conceived of as a textual potential: something that can
come to activation within a given, functional framework, and as part of a very
specific dispositif. In the following chapter, the first analytical one, I discuss
some of the strategies that classroom films use to motivate their readers to
watch/keep watching. I classify them, first, according to the types of rhetori-
cal potential which they exploit, and second, in terms of the level of direct-
ness with which the texts in which they turn up address pedagogically relevant
issues (or in other words, how they deal with so-called ‘didactic’ matter).3” The
fifth and final chapter concerns the ways in which the films themselves seem
to manoeuvre their readers into the most desirable viewing role: that of pupil-
viewers. I conceptualise the textual elements that serve this purpose as refer-
ences to the pedagogical dispositif. At the end of this section, I also speculate
on the significance of such elements for the relations of authority between all
sorts of teacher figures (filmic and real) - an issue that seems to have preoc-
cupied the minds of many contemporary authors.

Finally, I also want to draw attention to two web sites that contain a
sample of films from the NOF collection: www.filminnederland.nl and www.
openbeelden.nl. Each of these sites features nine NOF produced films.3 The
films that are available online are marked in this text with an asterisk (*); in
addition, an overview of the relevant titles is provided at the end of the book.
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CHAPTER ONE

Film for Education: Debates,
|dea(l)s and Practices

INTRODUCTION

On 6 May 1941, about a year after the Nazi occupation of the Netherlands
had begun, the Dutch Ministry of Education, Arts and Sciences ratified the
establishment of a new public body: Stichting Nederlandse Onderwijs Film or
NOF."' The foundation’s remit was to centrally organise the production, acqui-
sition and distribution of films for primary and early secondary education in
Holland. The establishment of the new institute was an ambitious enterprise.
In previous decades, attempts had been made to facilitate the use of film for
teaching, but never before on such a scale. After a mere four years of operation,
NOF boasted sixty-five employees and claimed that it had distributed films to
about 1,000 schools. Supposedly, 4,000 teachers from all parts of the country,
dealing with 100,000 pupils among them, had made use of the new didactic
aid.> However, the institute itself took more pride in the fact that it offered
purpose-produced materials. Its representatives claimed that unlike previous
initiatives in the field, it provided titles designed specifically to match the offi-
cial school curricula ([Schreuder] 1948, 8).

Although NOF emphatically dissociated itself from all earlier forms of edu-
cational film use - and most notably, from the so-called ‘school cinema’ sys-
tem of the 1920s and 1930s - the texts in which it praised its goods and services
contain arguments that are much older. The claims it made derive from public
debates that had emerged several decades earlier, and that involved not only
film entrepreneurs and pedagogues, but representatives of a much wider array
of social pressure groups. These discussions, dating back to the beginning of
the century, are marked by a tension between two sets of convictions. On the
one hand, primary sources attest to an awareness of, and in some cases, to an
almost unconditional belief in, the unprecedented didactic potential of film.
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On the other hand, they show apprehension of the dangers attached to what
was taken to be a ‘transfer’ of the medium from an entertainment context to
a traditional educational environment (especially if in unmodified form). The
same opposition also manifests itself in the way in which NOF presented itself
to its users, and in its day-to-day production and acquisition policies.

In what follows, I take a closer look at the above-mentioned debates, mak-
ing an inventory of the arguments used by both parties. In addition to this, I
discuss some actual film practices: some of the ways in which, in the period up
to the classroom film’s heyday, teachers, producers and distributors applied
the medium to so-called ‘educational’ purposes, or encouraged others to do
so. In this process, I focus very specifically on how said debates, ideas and ide-
als helped shape those concrete praxes. The ultimate purpose of this exercise
is to situate the corpus under scrutiny here within a set of historical discours-
es, and thus to demonstrate its constructedness as a research object.

One of the tendencies that manifests itself in the practice-oriented sec-
tions of this chapter is one towards specialisation. In what follows, I trace the
shift from a series of unconnected, ad hoc initiatives for the application of film
to various didactic purposes towards more diversification, and at the same
time, concentration, in terms of intended uses and target audiences. In the
period up to the Second World War, the extent of the educational film busi-
ness was extremely limited. While a desire for more large-scale organisation
was expressed quite early on, one cannot speak of any form of institutionalisa-
tion until the mid-1940s —whether it be in terms of production or distribution,
or the actual deployment of films in schools. After that, the practical condi-
tions for more widespread use were slowly being fulfilled.

In section 1.1 I give an overview of the main themes that run through
debates on film and education in the period up to the late 1930s.3 First, I deal
with ideas pertaining to the film medium’s potential benefits for teaching
and learning, and their respective historical contexts; after that, I discuss its
perceived limitations. In section 1.2 I concentrate on the subsequent period,
taking NOF (the institute and its collection) as my case. After giving a short
overview of the foundation’s organisation and procedures, I deal with issues of
standardisation. In this second half of the chapter a trend towards regulation
will emerge. As soon as the debates on film and education began, organisa-
tions and publications appeared that aimed at controlling and homogenis-
ing the relations between them; in the 1940s, the number of such initiatives
increased considerably. In what follows, I discuss, successively, regulation in
terms of the film material itself, and of its deployment in teaching.
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1.1 FILM AS AN EDUCATIONAL TOOL

In his book Teachers and Machines: The Classroom Use of Technology Since 1920
(1986), Larry Cuban quotes an extract from a 1925 publication, written in
verse, in which California school teacher Virginia Church gives a somewhat
sentimental account of her experience of classroom life. One of the topics she
addresses is the introduction of audio-visual media, and more in particular,
film. Her text reads as follows:

Mr. Edison says

That the radio will supplant the teacher.
Already one may learn languages by means of Victrola records.
The moving picture will visualize

What the radio fails to get across.

Teachers will be relegated to the backwoods,
With fire-horses,

And long-haired women;

Or, perhaps shown in museums.

Education will become a matter

Of pressing the button.

Perhaps I can get a position at the switchboard.
(From “Antiquated,” quoted in Cuban 1986, 4-5)

The above excerpt clearly demonstrates that the advent of film as an educa-
tional tool was greeted with varying degrees of enthusiasm. Two factions in
particular voiced their thoughts on the matter with great passion. On the
one hand, there were those who, like the ‘Mr. Edison’ referred to by Church,
focused on the medium’s advantages and envisaged a future in which the
practical problems that plagued formal education - oversized classes, a lack of
good teachers, etc. —would cease to exist. On the other hand, there were those
who harboured considerable suspicion. Like Miss Church herself, they feared
that teaching would become ‘mechanised’; a prospect which they dreaded
not only for personal reasons (among others, concerns about the potential
obsolescence of their profession) but also because it might imply that the
‘non-rational’ aspects of classroom interaction would get neglected. Another
reason for scepticism was the fact that the medium was so closely associated
with the entertainment sector.

In retrospect, however, early opponents had little to be afraid of, as it
would take another couple of decades before an infrastructure was in place
thatallowed for the large-scale use of moving images in schools. As soon as the
first types of roll-film were commercially available, scientists and pedagogues
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throughout the Western world began to experiment with the medium in their
own teaching. However, these initiatives were very disparate, and did not yet
take an organised form.* Producers and distributors as well took to playing
the educational card early on, but once again, this cannot lead to far-reaching
conclusions as to their films’ day-to-day use. In many cases, titles earmarked
as ‘educational’ served a variety of purposes, many of those bearing little or no
relation to the objectives of formal teaching. Entrepreneurs of the 1910s and
1920s found the didactic market to be rather small and therefore unattrac-
tive. In order for the business to become viable, in other words, governments
needed to getinvolved. In many countries, however, political leaders hesitated
to take actual, practical measures.

As my own case illustrates, those involved in more organised forms of
classroom film production and distribution often conceived of their own busi-
ness as distinct from, and in some cases, even as a reaction against, earlier
attempts to make the medium available for education. In reality, however,
their activities involved a good deal of recycling, both in terms of the rhetoric
used and in actual practice. Many of the ideas and ideals they defended have
their roots in debates that originate in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. If only because of this, it is necessary that I begin my exploration
with a consideration of the issues that were at stake at the time.

1.1.1  Possibilities

In retrospect, the early years of film, like those of any other ‘new’ medium, are
marked by an experience of unlimited possibilities, both theoretical and real.
On the one hand, scientists, engineers and commercial entrepreneurs imag-
ined a wealth of applications, many of which held the promise of changing
modern life drastically. On the other hand, the period was characterised by an
actual variety of uses - a diversity that would thin out over time, due in part to
forces of the market.

One of the promises which the medium supposedly held was that of
becoming an extremely powerful didactic tool. Well before the first films were
produced, commentators foresaw their value as a means of ‘universal’ educa-
tion (Raynal 1994, 98; Tosi 2005, 32). Also in later years, pronouncements on
the topic often had highly utopian overtones.s

WATCH AND LEARN



GRAND VISIONS, HIGH EXPECTATIONS

One of the best-known early advocates of film as an educational tool was the
American inventor and businessman Thomas A. Edison, mentioned above.
Among statements on the subject, his were, and still are, quoted the most
often. Particularly famous is the pronouncement he made in 1913, when he
predicted that in due course, books would no longer be the primary didactic
means, and that scholars would “soon be instructed through the eye” (quoted
in Saettler 1990, 98). In 1922, he elaborated:

I believe that the motion picture is destined to revolutionize our edu-
cational system and that in a few years it will supplant largely, if not
entirely, the use of textbooks. I should say that on the average we get only
about two percent efficiency out of schoolbooks as they are written to-
day. The education of the future, as I see it, will be conducted through the
medium of the motion picture, a visualized education, where it should
be possible to obtain a one hundred percent efficiency. (Quoted in Wise
1939,1)°

Although probably the most well-known, Edison was not the first to make
known to the world his ideas on the educational use of film. In 1898, Polish
cameraman Bolestaw Matuszewski, author of one of the earliest pleas for the
establishment of an official film repository, argued that the medium could
become “a singularly effective teaching method” (Matuszewski [1898] 1974,
219). Charles Pathé and Frantz Dussaud, his personal advisor, proclaimed in
the early 1910s: “The cinematograph will be the theatre, the newspaper and
school of tomorrow” (quoted in Lefebvre 1993a, 86). Others, speaking around
the same time as Edison, referred to the cinema as “the master of the future”
(L. Jalabert, quoted in Gauthier 2004, 91) or believed that “The royal road to
learning lies along the film highway” (an unnamed professor, quoted in Wise
1939, 2). Atthe time, in any case, many believed that the widespread use of film
in schools was only a matter of time (compare also Pelletier 2011, 64).7

Arguments
In their statements on the topic, these and other commentators tended to
conflate two sets of arguments. The first was based on the premise that film
held the potential of functioning as a superior teaching aid. The medium was
considered particularly fit to serve as a didactic tool - more so than others that
already existed. Its greatest merit, supposedly, was the fact that it could help
educational practice become more efficient.

The reasons quoted in turn varied widely. Some authors used arguments
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that must have been relevant in particular to the people involved in educa-
tional administration: those concerned primarily with the practical aspects
(and cost) of school organisation. In the publication mentioned above, Cuban
notes that one of the dreams that inspired early advocates of any ‘innovative’
educational tool is that of increasing productivity; that is, “students acquiring
more information with the same or even less teacher effort” (Cuban 1986, 3).
In 1935, D. Charles Ottley, author of the British manual The Cinema in Educa-
tion, recapitulated their logic as follows: “In times such as ours speed is of par-
amount importance, speed in assimilating facts and in applying them” (32).
Film in particular was seen to help fulfil this purpose, as it was the only medi-
um that could, for instance, “present to a class in the space of ten minutes
the successive stages of fertilization, germination and growth, recorded [...]
over a period of from one to five years” (18-19). What mattered as well was the
number of pupils that could be reached at any one time. The cinema, Ottley
was convinced, “can illustrate simultaneously [...] to every scholar in a class
small or large what the teacher would need to illustrate individually” (29-30).
Similar opinions had been voiced by scientists and film-makers in previous
decades, from Dr. Eugene-Louis Doyen in the late 1890s (Lefebvre 2005, 71)
to the director Jean Painlevé in the 1930s (Painlevé in L'Herbier 1946, 403-4).

Arguments like these still bear the marks of a late nineteenth century
euphoria concerning the relation between modernity and progress: a convic-
tion that machines would eventually help resolve all human problems and
take away people’s practical constraints. The above pronouncements were
made at a time of rationalism (in the epistemic sense: unchallenged positiv-
ism, and a strong belief in the idea that the world is knowable) and ration-
alisation (production processes being made more efficient with the help of
science).® Such notions went hand in hand with a hope for a more prosperous
future, and the expectation that the world would become a better place to live
in. Education, in this context, had an important role to play: the assumption
was that intellectual enlightenment would eventually also contribute to peace
and democracy (compare Amad 2001, 142).

Filmic representation not only allowed for the educational process to
become more time- and cost-effective, it also made learning easier, and at the
same time, more attractive for the pupils involved. Easier, because the medi-
um was supposed to make matter both more accessible (according to a com-
mentator in 1920, “subjects formerly taught in colleges are now being made
understandable for children of ten”) and easier to remember (a 1915 child
psychologist argued that “the events which are portrayed in motion pictures
remain indelibly in memory”; quotes from Wise 1939, 2-3). It made learning
more attractive, because cinematography was considered to have an inherent
appeal to those taught. A text by the Frenchman Hugues Besson (from 1920)
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reads: “The appeal of the spectacle solicits the pupils’ attention, even of those
whose imagination is slow” (quoted in L’'Herbier 1946, 400).? Fifteen years on,
Ottley rephrased it as follows: “The voice (both human and mechanical) may
tire, but the voice of animation [...] still sounds sweet when brain is weary and
nerve jaded” (1935, 13).

Last but not least, the medium’s potential for educational efficiency was
ascribed to the fact that the information conveyed was of superior quality to
that passed on in traditional teaching situations. First, because film allowed
for a wide dissemination of knowledge by the best of teachers (Coissac 1925,
259; George 1935, 59-60). And second, because filmic matter was considered to
be devoid of value judgements. As Ottley summarises, “[t]he Cinematograph
is free from bias; it neither condemns nor condones” (1935, 23). And who, the
author wonders, would expect the same to be true for a ~uman teacher? (22)

Ottley’s remark directly ties in with the second set of claims that were used
to support the above utopian predictions. In his text, the author advances a
number of arguments that duplicate prior statements on the cinema as an
instrument for faithfully recording - and as such, storing and preserving —
extratextual reality.

As Brian Winston points out, the idea of film as an inscription device has
been with the medium since its inception (1993, 37-57; compare Cosandey
1997, 40). Particularly well-known are Matuszewski’s assertions that views
captured on film constitute a more reliable historical source, and therefore
allow for greater insight into things past, than other documents ([1898] 1974,
220-21). The reason is that they are basically fragments or ‘traces’ of history
itself. Convictions such as his would inspire those responsible for the earli-
est collections of animated photographic images (such as, the “Archives de la
Planete” of Albert Kahn and Jean Brunhes in 1909) and the first repositories of
film (for instance, at the Musée Pédagogique or the Cinématheque de la Ville
de Paris, both in the 1920s).'° Matuszewski’s notions were revived later on in
debates between realists and formalists on the ontology and social function
of the cinema. Theorists such as Walter Benjamin, representatives of what
is sometimes called the ‘photogénie school’ (Jean Epstein, Germaine Dulac,
Louis Delluc) and later on also Siegfried Kracauer maintained that film’s main
asset was that it could capture and reveal aspects of reality - some of which
were hitherto unknown to us. This characteristic, which Metz would later des-
ignate as cosmophanie (1968, 193), was often related to the medium’s potential
to manipulate time and scale (i.e. to speed up, slow down and enlarge aspects
of referential reality).*

In the early decades, pedagogues also argued that film had no equal in
terms of fidelity to that which it represents. Because of this, it was endowed
with characteristics such as reality (or real-ness) and concreteness, but also
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truth, and even meaningfulness (compare Saettler 1990, 114). In his plea for
the use of film in schools, Besson advances the argument that “the cinemat-
ograph is life” (Besson in L’Herbier 1946, 400).** Ottley states that film is “a
record of life”, and therefore, “a record of truth, since neither lens nor micro-
phone can invent” (1935, 9, 23). In his view, the advantage in terms of educa-
tion is that the medium forces teachers to confront their pupils with the actual
Jacts, rather than renditions of those facts — or worse, mere opinions. Like the
theorists just mentioned, he also attributes great value to the revelatory pow-
ers of film: the fact that it allows us to “behold what we should not, and indeed,
could not behold with the human eye unaided” (11). Unlike the advocates of a
photogénie idea, however, he does not see this in terms of nature’s ‘magical’
dimensions, or in relation to the human unconscious, but purely as an asset
to the learning of children.

Pedagogical Framework

The arguments outlined above can be related to concurrent discourse on the
film medium and its epistemic potential, but also to a number of specifically
pedagogical ideas and ideals: notions of why and how people should be taught.
Many of these views are part of traditions which date back several centuries.
In what follows, I single out two. First, I discuss the contemporary perception
of a need for public education, which in turn coincides with a demand for the
democratisation and popularisation of scientific knowledge. Next, I address
the long-standing conviction that the most effective kinds of learning involve
a variety of sensory experiences, and above all, confrontation with concrete,
real-life objects or situations.

Public and Adult Education

The first organisations that advocated the education and development of all
were set up in the late 1700s, at the onset of the Industrial Revolution. Sup-
porters argued that generalised instruction was in the interest of society as a
whole, because it could help fight poverty and criminality and elevate the aver-
age standard of living (Boekholt 1998, 11; Vignaux 2007, 24, 123). Initially, the
movement was strongly inspired by bourgeois ideals, and it based its activities
on the premise that the ‘common’ people should be ‘edified’ or ‘civilised’ in
order to advance socially. The sort of education it had in mind can be charac-
terised as personality training: the passing on of values and standards held by
those in charge. Later on, socialist activists made a plea for public education
as well, this time however for the sake of social equality. The type of instruction
they favoured was aimed at the acquisition of specialist knowledge rather than a
more general intellectual and/or moral enlightenment. It was intended to open
up better job prospects for the working classes (Gout and Metz 1985, 8-12, 17).
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At first, both branches of the movement dedicated themselves to the fight for
a generalised, compulsory primary education, but they soon focused on the
teaching of adults. In the last quarter of the nineteenth century, initiatives in
the field of adult education were booming; however, they still varied widely in
terms of the organisations responsible, the didactic formats chosen and the
sites where teaching took place (Gout and Metz 1985, 6, 16). In the Nether-
lands, for instance, lectures and courses were most often organised by clubs
and associations (some with a party political or confessional slant) (Dibbets
2006, 47-48). In the US, early forms of adult education took root in lyceums
and commercial or proprietary schools, but also in YMCA meeting rooms,
town halls and community public libraries (Saettler 1990, 123-24). Centralisa-
tion occurred around the turn of the century, when official institutes of higher
education for adults were set up. In Holland, the first such volksuniversiteit (in
English usually called ‘university extension’, in French, université populaire)
was established in 1913 (Haak 1994, 174-75).%3

In his book The Evolution of American Educational Technology (1990),
Paul Saettler points out that the adult education movement was very quick
to recognise the potential of audio-visual teaching aids (124-25). Most often,
its activities took the shape of lectures held in public spaces rather than in
formal classrooms set up for drill and recitation; therefore, the projection of
lantern slides was a particularly useful means of instruction. Later on, film
began to fulfil a similar role. In France, the medium is reported to have been
used for that purpose as early as 1912, by the labourers’ cinema (cinéma ouvri-
er) of the northern industrial town of Roubaix. A year later, and in the same
spirit, a Société du Cinéma du Peuple (Society for People’s Cinema) was set
up (Lapierre 1948, 305-6). In the early twenties, Dutch authors also called for
the use of film in the context of what was commonly called volksontwikkeling
(development of the people) and made mention of the first such initiatives.*
In Germany, likewise, film was deployed for purposes of Volksaufkldrung (Zim-
mermann 2006, 84).

Scientific Popularisation

Initiatives to educate, edify or enlighten the working classes went hand in
hand with a call for the popularisation or democratisation of science: a mak-
ing more accessible of the outcomes of scientific inquiry by what was necessar-
ily an intellectual elite. In the late nineteenth century, scientists increasingly
travelled the world to promote inventions and discoveries, and filled the pag-
es of newly established magazines (Ledn 2007, 8-10). At the same time, the
number of museums rose spectacularly. According to Saettler, this numerical
growth coincided with a change in policy. Museums stopped functioning as
mere storage houses, and took on a manifest instructional role; new institu-
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tions were seen by their founders as “social instruments for the educational
progress of the masses” (Saettler 1990, 124). A commercialised form of scien-
tific popularisation took place at world fairs and exhibitions — events which,
Tom Gunning argues, were often explicitly designed as “educational texts”
(1994, 425)."

Like those involved in adult education, scientific popularisers sought for
alternative methods of instruction and took a keen interest in devices and
machines that might help further their cause (Saettler 1990, 125). They were
looking in particular for means that would allow them to reach larger audi-
ences. Film, in this context, was considered to have a definite advantage over
other aids, including visual ones. In the early twentieth century, the medium’s
popular appeal, due in part to its status as a means for entertainment, was
seen as a powerful tool for making the acquisition of knowledge more attrac-
tive.

In a piece on the work of the French film-maker Jean Benoit-Lévy, Valérie
Vignaux points out that the first initiatives to distribute film for educational
purposes were meant to make teaching easier by means of visualisation (par
laspect). This objective was relevant in particular to those who targeted adult
audiences: people who had already finished their compulsory schooling, and
had to be lured into attending lectures or seminars by the prospect of a non-
formal, accessible presentation of the facts (Vignaux 2006, 18). Cinematog-
raphy seemed to fit this goal perfectly. At the time, it was seen as a universal
language: one that could be understood by all, regardless of nationality or
cultural background, and that allowed for communication between the high
(the world of science and learning) and the low (that of the ‘common’ man)
(Comandon in L’Herbier 1946, 414; Vignaux 2007, 25).

Similar arguments were made with reference to the instruction of chil-
dren. In a piece dating from 1912, the French journalist and novelist Lucien
Descaves calls the cinema a “theatre of the people” (thédtre du peuple) and
argues that teachers should turn this fact to their own advantage (Descaves
in L’Herbier 1946, 391-92). Eventually, he predicts, the use of film in educa-
tion will be unavoidable, because modern pupils will no longer accept being
taught with ‘tools from the past’. As a matter of fact, he is surprised that this
time has notyet come:

When I consider that in schools - secondary as well as primary educa-
tion - children still recite geography from manuals with lists of words
followed by descriptions!

One probably finds a few more illustrations in them than one used to;
however, with which indifference or mischievous spurn does the child
who has just left the cinema across the road approach those images from
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a different age, the era of stage-coaches and voyages around the world
illustrated by copper engravings! (Descaves in L'Herbier 1946, 392)*¢

In some countries, the relation between the use of audio-visual media for the
purpose of scientific popularisation and visual instruction in classrooms was
a highly tangible one. In the US, for instance, the first facilities for the distribu-
tion of lantern slides, films, filmstrips and study prints to schools were exhibi-
tion centres. Examples are the American Museum of Natural History in New
York City (founded in 1869, and renting out visual aids as of 1904) and the St.
Louis Educational Museum (which in turn evolved from the 1904 World’s Fair,
the Louisiana Purchase Exposition) (Saettler 1990, 126, 28; Slide 1992, 61-62).
In France as well, such institutions played a central role in the supply of audio-
visual material to schools. The Musée Pédagogique, one of the first moving
image repositories in the country, established a slide library in 1895, adding
film to its collection in 1920 (Vignaux 2006, 29). Also the Cinématheque de la
Ville de Paris, founded a few years later, was set up as a combination of archi-
val depot and educational distribution centre (Gauthier 2004, 81).

It is quite remarkable, therefore, that the films which, in those first few
decades, were considered appropriate for use in schools were not always ‘sci-
entific’ in the strictest sense of the word but often served a much broader edu-
cational purpose. Since the late nineteenth century, and even more so during
the interwar period, there was a growing body of opinion that formal educa-
tion should focus less on the acquisition of factual knowledge and more on
what was commonly called ‘life adjustment’, or, in the 1920s and 1930s in par-
ticular, ‘spiritual and moral rearmament’.’” Like the early advocates of public
education, proponents of visual instruction argued that one of the main tasks
of pedagogy was to instil into children a community spirit and sense of civic
duty. Christophe Gauthier observes that also in practice, the ideology of early
educational film was inextricably linked to a conception of the school as a site
of moral righteousness for the entire nation (2004, 97-98; compare also Pel-
letier 2011, 74-76).** A good deal of the titles that were distributed as fit for
teaching reflected this philosophy.*

Learning through the Senses

The second pedagogical tradition that inspired early advocates of film for edu-
cation is one that concerns the relation between learning and sensory percep-
tion. Since the beginning of the seventeenth century, progressive pedagogues
have advanced the idea that teaching with words alone might be insufficient,
and that in order for children to acquire lasting knowledge, not only verbal
understanding should be activated, but also other human capacities. In the
early 1600s, the Italian philosopher Tomasso Campanella even argued that all
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learning must take place through the senses (Slide 1992, 7). The influential
pedagogue Johann Amos Comenius also supported this principle. His 1658
textbook Orbis Sensualium Pictus (The Visible World in Pictures) is generally
considered one of the first aids to visual instruction (Saettler 1990, 31). Among
the champions of observation and other forms of sensory perception, Swiss
educational scientist Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi, active in the late 1700s and
early 1800s, is still the most widely known. He argued that first-hand physical
experience is crucial to the acquisition of knowledge, and more effective than
most kinds of drill (Saettler 1990, 37, 39, 43).

Although it never quite disappeared from liberal pedagogical agendas, the
principle of learning though the senses received renewed attention, but also
wider circulation, from the 1910s onwards, as the Western world was flood-
ed by a wave of educational reform. In the decades leading up to the Second
World War, educators in Europe and the US were responsible for what has ret-
rospectively been termed the ‘New Education’: a conglomeration of ideas on
the practicalities of teaching which were based on then-recent insights into
how children learn. The reformists’ views derived from such ‘new’ sciences
as child psychology and paedology, and were based on the premise that the
specific characteristics of children’s cognition should serve as a guide in the
choice of classroom activities.> Enlightened pedagogues strongly objected to
the principle of class teaching because in their view, it ignored the individual-
ity of each child, encouraged passivity and required strict discipline enforced
by an authoritarian teacher (Aarts 1948, 35-36, 242). Instead, they preferred
more active methods, which required children to carry out tasks of their own
choosing and at their own pace. Such procedures severely conflicted with the
principles of abstract learning favoured by Herbartianism, the eighteenth-
century educational theory and praxis which, at the time, still prevailed in
most Western schools (Ewert 1998, 41).

Even though some reformist ideas did penetrate the educational system
as a whole, they were implemented the most rigorously by a limited number
of experimental project schools. These institutions based their modi operandi
on the concepts of such pioneers as Maria Montessori (Italy), Helen Parkhurst
and John Dewey (US), Ellen Key (Sweden), Georg Kerschensteiner (Germany) or
Kees Boeke (The Netherlands), and taught their pupils by means of purpose-
made educational tools.** Of all the values they shared, the one that found
the most ready access in more traditional pedagogical circles was a fervent
anti-verbalism: the idea that too many words, especially when coming from a
teacher, are detrimental to a balanced educational ‘diet’.??

To those who promoted the use of film in classrooms, the above idea was
an attractive one. Advocates collectively sold ‘visual education’ (in Dutch: aan-
schouwelijk onderwijs; in German: Anschauungspddagogik) as the solution to
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the ‘problem’ of verbalism.? This way, in fact, they narrowed down the reform-
ist cause for sensory stimulation (Ewert 1998, 41). However, opposition to this
promotional strategy was simply brushed aside. In the early 1920s, the influ-
ential Dutch pedagogue Ph. A. Kohnstamm published a series of articles in
which he argued that the use of films was diametrically opposed to the require-
ment of activity advanced by recent psychological research and supported by
most champions of the New Education.>* Proponents of audio-visual media,
however, were not intimidated, and continued to recycle only those scientific
claims which suited them best.?

Abstractvs. Concrete

One aspect of visual instruction rhetoric that was clearly borrowed from the
educational reform movement was the argument that audio-visual media
could help introduce concreteness into a learning environment that tradi-
tionally catered only to the transmission of dry, abstract ideas. Film, the slo-
gan went, could ‘bring the [outside] world to the classroom’.?® Proponents
were convinced that concreteness made education more effective because
children, and modern pupils in particular, learnt faster through confronta-
tion with actual, real-life situations. As Ottley summarised it in 1935: “It is
of tremendous import, in all departments of teaching, that the film can pic-
turize (materially) what the teacher can only visualize (mentally)” (xi).>” In his
book on educational technology, Saettler argues that this rationale inspired
visual instruction activists over a period of half a century (1990, 8, 167-68).
In the publications of manufacturers, it was even adhered to until the early
1960s, when the battle for legitimacy of visual classroom aids had long been
won.

The main advantage of film over other photographic media, in this con-
text, was taken to be the fact that it could also reproduce movement. For this
reason, it was considered a closer approximation of reality, and therefore, a
better teaching tool. Saettler relates this view to the late-nineteenth and ear-
ly-twentieth-century practice of compiling so-called ‘concrete-abstract con-
tinuums’: listings of types of instructional tools, classified according to their
respective levels of concreteness, and by the same token, suitability for class-
room use. The top position in any such list was taken by ‘the real thing’: an
actual specimen of the particular plant, animal or object that the lesson con-
cerned. The importance of real-life samples as educational tools can in turn
be related to the turn-of-the-century pedagogical fashion of so-called ‘object
teaching’ (known in Dutch as zaakonderwijs, or in French, lecons de choses): a
didactic method based on the scrutiny of actual, tangible substances rather
than description by means of words, and aimed at obtaining ‘objective’, uni-
versal truths. Next in the hierarchy came all sorts of replicas of this ‘original’;
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for instance, models of the object in question, or diagrams focusing on some
aspect of it. Verbal renditions, as a rule, came last (140-43).

Although all proponents of visual instruction made it clear, either implicit-
ly or explicitly, that film belonged in the higher regions of this classification, its
exact position varied according to the author. Some suggested that the medi-
um, by virtue of its ability to represent movement, should be considered the
next best thing to ‘the real thing’. Motion, according to the Dutch commentator
H. Zanen, is what makes photography such a close ally of reality, and there-
fore, a means so easily accessible to the mind of a child.? Others were even
more optimistic, and attributed to film the same didactic qualities as to mate-
rial samples; some therefore mentioned the possibility of a ‘cinematographic
object lesson’ (Lefebvre 1993a).3° Finally, there were those who decided that
the medium’s potential to reproduce movement was a reason to classify it as a
superior teaching aid. For instance, in comparing the act of watching a film in
class to its (past) alternative, a curricular museum visit, Ottley argues:

Although an improvement upon the purely oral discourse, the cabinet
(and its contents) had definite limitations. The record was still static and
unless the teacher was uncommonly brilliant, the presentment suffered
from the same limitation.

The record presented by the Cinematograph is animated ... it lives and
breathes and speaks. [...] [T]o the classroom may be brought a record

of life, taken from life, which, to the boy and girl who eagerly await the
magic image, is life. (Ottley 1935, 8-9)

In addition to the fact that it brought liveness and contextualisation, another
distinct advantage of film was its potential to manipulate - speed up or slow
down - the movement which it represented, and thus, to make visible things
that simply could not be observed in reality.3' For the most optimistic group,
this was yet another proof of the medium’s educational superiority.

One of the premises that underlie such pronouncements is that seeing
something is basically the same as experiencing it in real life. In his article
on visual spectacle at the 1904 St. Louis World’s Fair, Gunning observes: “The
object lesson with its direct and visual evidence, seemed to short circuit the
act of signification and to bring the things themselves before the spectating
public” (1994, 425). The same assumption also surfaces in statements of the
most ardent supporters of visual instruction in the first decades of the twen-
tieth century. As Jacques Wallet has pointed out, the principle pedagogical
objective of educational films at the time was to “open up a path to the real
and to uncover the world” (2004, 100). The function which mediation fulfilled
in this process, it seems, was not yet taken into consideration.3*
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Another assumption that clearly manifests itself in such statements is the
idea that visual perception of something equals knowledge of it. Besson, in
his 1920 evaluation of the uses of the cinematograph for education, quotes
a colleague’s claim that “seeing is almost the same as knowing” (Besson
in L’Herbier 1946, 400).33 Earlier on, the American George Brown Goode,
employee of the Smithsonian Institute and responsible for exhibits at several
world expositions, had argued even more confidently that “to see is to know”
(quoted in Gunning 1994, 425). Interpretation on the part of the viewer, in
other words, was not accounted for - at least, not explicitly.

As the above examples demonstrate, those in favour of film for education
argued on the basis of a near-unshakeable belief in the merits of the visual,
but rarely with reference to actual, scientific facts. Proponents did claim to
take into account the results of experimental research, both where it con-
cerned the psychological and cognitive functioning of their intended audi-
ences and in relation to the didactic efficiency of the medium. In spite of this,
the actual merits of the visual as a major channel for learning have never been
demonstrated (Cuban 1986, 13-14).34 One possible conclusion is that for visual
instructionists, what happened in the scientific arena primarily served as a
source of inspiration for marketing purposes. However, not all advocates of
educational film use had commercial interests. Cuban therefore speculates
that analysts, policy-makers and informed practitioners of the 1920s and
1930s in many cases actually “believed that the research demonstrated the
motion picture’s superiority as a teaching tool” (14).

Commercial Exploitation

Meanwhile, manufacturers and distributors did capitalise on the convictions
of earlyvisual instructionists. At the beginning of the century, Luke McKernan
has pointed out, actualities, travelogues and scientific films were sometimes
promoted as ‘self-evidently’ educational (2005, 214). In the advertising pro-
cess, informative content was equalled with instructional value. This strategy
had to allow entrepreneurs to tap the widest possible market for their prod-
ucts.

One set of sources which demonstrate this are early distribution cata-
logues: some of the first types of advertising tools producers and renters of
films had at their disposal (Braun and Keil 2007). By the end of the 1900s,
prospectuses appeared that specifically targeted exhibitors with educational
objectives. In many cases, however, such directories merely listed a selection
of what was already available. George Kleine’s often mentioned Catalogue
of Educational Motion Pictures (US, 1910), for instance, contains 1065 titles,
distributed over some thirty (sub-)categories. Of course, not all of these films
were purpose-made. The prospectus brings together actualities, ‘scenic’ and

FILM FOR EDUCATION: DEBATES, IDEA(L)S AND PRACTICES



42 |

industrial shorts as well as some films based on literary classics and historical
events, many of which had previously been screened for general (entertain-
ment) audiences (Welle 2007, 26). The first edition of Charles Urban’s Urbano-
ra catalogue (UK, technically predating Kleine’s guide) is most well-known for
its “animated films depicting various manifestations, transformations, and
phenomena of nature” (quoted in Saettler 1990, 98).35 Although some of them
were first presented as part of Urban’s own scientific and travel shows, bring-
ing them together in a specifically educational catalogue was primarily a com-
mercial move: an attempt to add a user group to that which the films already
appealed to.3*

Film exhibitors as well took their inspiration from public educators and
visual instructionists. Building on a tradition of magic lantern lectures, they
organised readings illustrated with scenic films and travelogues, actualities
and popular science films: events that were advertised as having a distinct
educational value. In some cases, the production companies themselves coor-
dinated such screenings, like Urban did with his Urbanora shows (McKernan
2005, 214). Another format is that of the early projection service of the Mai-
son de la Bonne Presse, a French (book) publishing company catering to the
“informational and cultural needs” of its Catholic public.?” In 1910s and 1920s
Switzerland, travelling exhibitors showed industrial films in ‘neutral’ locations
such as school buildings and community houses; allegedly, in an attempt to
combine promotion with public education (Zimmermann 2006, 80-82).

The trend towards targeting various market sections at the same time
even expanded as the distinction between theatrical and non-theatrical out-
lets grew more pronounced. In the early 1920s, natural history films shown
in the supporting shorts programmes of entertainment venues were barely
profitable, and therefore also got advertised, for instance, as classroom teach-
ing aids.3® About a decade earlier, producers of popular science films such as
Pathé-Freres and Eclair had followed a similar impulse when producing ‘safe-
ty’ (non-flammable) versions of existing titles for use at home and in school.
This way, these companies claimed to fulfil the highly idealistic goal of so-
called ‘extended education’ (Lefebvre 1993b, 145-46).

In practice, it seems, the words ‘education’ and ‘educational’ were used
without much discrimination. Not only were they tagged onto films with a
wide variety of subjects, they also covered a broad range in terms of target
audiences and viewing occasions. In the introduction to his 1910 catalogue,
Kleine already recognises this. He writes:

The word ‘educational’ is here used in a wide sense and does not indicate

that these films are intended for school or college exclusively. They are
intended rather for the education of the adult as well as the youth, for the
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exhibition before miscellaneous audiences, as well as for more restricted
use. (Quoted in Saettler 1990, 97)

Conversely, films that were considered to have educational value were labelled
in different ways, depending on which seemed the most helpful from a pro-
motional point of view.3

As such, then, these tags provide little insight into how the films they were
attached to were actually employed. In the first decades of the twentieth cen-
tury, the medium’s educational potential was a definite selling point for those
involved in the film business; the question remains, however, to what extent
their product was used as an instructional tool. Another topic that needs to be
addressed is the relation between production/distribution and what the first
generation of educational film enthusiasts (policy-makers as well as actual
users) eventually aimed to achieve. In what follows, I take a closer look at early
practices involving films that served an educational purpose of some kind.

EARLY FILM PRACTICES

Roughly speaking, two broad tendencies can be distinguished. On the one
hand, there was a clear trend towards diversity. In the late nineteenth and ear-
ly twentieth centuries, film (both the medium as such, and the specific titles
that were released) was used for a variety of purposes. Productional intentions
and actual deployment did not always correspond. On the other hand, there
was a tendency towards specialisation: film supply was gradually attuned to
the more specific needs of a given portion of the audience. Yet even so, it took
several decades before some kind of a specialist teaching film business could
take root.

Diversity
With respect to the film medium’s educational use, the words that best
describe what went on in the early decades are ‘variety’ and ‘diversity’. Self-
evident enough when it comes to the so-called ‘pioneer years’, this observation
equally applies to the period after the consolidation of film as a primarily theat-
rical (entertainment) medium, which took place towards the end of the 1910s.
In order to give an idea of the extent of this diversity, I concentrate in what
follows on an example. I focus here on films that claimed to discuss ‘scien-
tific’ subjects, such as natural history topics (the genesis of plants, animals
or humans) and (pseudo-) ethnographic ones. In many cases, those titles did
indeed serve an educational purpose - but hardly ever exclusively so.
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Vernacular vs. Specialist Use
Looking at examples taken from distribution catalogues published in the first
decades of the century, I would argue that a good deal of these items can be
associated with the category of what has retrospectively been termed ‘vernacu-
lar’ or ‘popularising’ science films. In one sense, this phrase is used to refer to
the output of a number of (mostly French) production companies that were
active between the late 1900s and the early 1910s, which specifically targeted
a youthful audience and were meant to both educate and entertain. In most
cases, they dealt with natural subjects, such as plant and animal life. Their
purpose was scientific ‘vernacularisation’, or as Thierry Lefebvre puts it, “the
social dissemination of knowledge” (1993a, 84). According to the same author,
they should be distinguished from science films in the strict sense, which
addressed a different audience (one of specialists) and were accompanied in
a different way (by speakers who used scholarly language). Lefebvre directly
relates their existence to the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth-century ten-
dency towards scientific democratisation (84-85 and 193).4°

In a broader definition, which I adhere to for the sake of my current argu-
ment, the term ‘vernacular’ is used to refer to a temporally more extensive
range of films with roughly the same objectives, varying from the work of the
so-called cinéastes scientifiques of the thirties, forties, and on (for instance,
Jean Painlevé or Pierre Thévenard) to wildlife television series such as those
broadcast on television to this day. In his work on the latter, Bienvenido Le6n
argues that what such films do is mediate between two types of knowledge: that
of specialists (systematic, and logically structured) and that of layman-viewers
(non-systematic, and much less organised). Their purpose, he believes, is pri-
marily to establish a rapport: a bond with the audience that will encourage it
to take an interest in, and subsequently learn about, the scientific facts dis-
cussed. According to Ledn, this typically involves the use of some very specific
cinematic techniques (2004; 2007, 18).4>

Yet the question is whether the opposition between ‘popular’ and special-
ist science films which Lefebvre proposes is not too rigid. In any case, it can-
not serve as a basis for a distinction between educational and non-educational
types of use. The suggestion that this might be the case, indeed, is based on
too narrow a conception of the purposes which the latter category served, and
of the audiences for whom they were screened. Films with highly specialist
subjects, after all, were not necessarily viewed by established scientists only,
but also by people who still had to be trained. Items originating in a medi-
cal context, for instance, often simultaneously served as archival documents
(records of a given phenomenon, illness or operation, available for presenta-
tions among peers or self-study) and that of instructional tools (instruments
for training prospective doctors and paramedic personnel).# In addition to
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this, they were sometimes used for the improvement of public relations, either
by an individual or by an entire institute.4

In some cases, furthermore, such films were seen by a much larger audi-
ence - not just people who took a professional interest in what was shown. A
good deal of evidence exists of the recycling of footage, with shifts in usage con-
ditions as a result. Items that originated in a laboratory context, for instance,
were taken on by commercial distributors and shown to popular audiences
later on.# Particularly well-known is the example of the French Dr. Doyen,
whose surgical films were shown to non-specialist audiences - very much
against his own will (Lefebvre 1994, 73-74; Dijck 2001, 33).4 Alternatively, the
films’ re-use in different circles was initiated by the film-makers themselves.
Painlevé, a producer with both a scientific background and surrealist sympa-
thies, is known to have shown his work in ciné-clubs and avant-garde theatres
once the other screening options had been used up (Millet 1994, 92; Haméry
2006, 50).

Distributors who marketed the work of others tended to claim in the pro-
cess that they had educational objectives, but the films they circulated often
also served the purpose of sensationalist attractions. For instance, José van
Dijckhasargued that medical films frequently functioned as a means toamuse
audiences of lay people. A telling example in this context is Doyen’s registra-
tion of an intervention to separate a couple of conjoined (‘Siamese’) twins.
According to the author, public screenings of such images can be traced back
to a nineteenth-century tradition of freak shows in circuses and fairs, aimed
at satisfying the viewers’ tendency towards voyeurism (Dijck 2000, 29-30, 33).4
Paula Amad, for her part, mentions the ‘geographical explorations’ produced
for Kahn’s “Archives de la Planete”, which were meant to be shown exclusively
to an intellectual elite. However, recent study shows that the films have also
been appreciated by less ‘cultured’ viewers, this time as “entertaining specta-
cles” (Amad 2001, 151-53).

Retrospective Accounts: Matters of Origin
Another point that should be addressed here is that some of the authors who
write about either of the above categories (vernacular, or specialist science
films) are tempted to make inferences about the medium’s supposedly scien-
tific, or even educational beginnings. For instance, Anne Raynal, in her contri-
bution to a French collection on the topic, argues that “the cinema is scientific
by birth” (1994, 97). Some make even more lofty statements; for instance, to
the effect that the scientific/educational film ‘came first’ (Drevon 1994, 55).4
Such pronouncements, of course, are based on very broad generalisa-
tions. In both the above cases, the speakers are insufficiently clear about what
exactly the term ‘scientific’, in those particular contexts, is meant to refer to.
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The first quote, which follows an enumeration of techniques used in the study
of phenomena that cannot be observed with the naked eye (for instance, rapid
movement) seemingly relates it to film’s potential as a research instrument.
The second, in contrast, is taken from a section which reads it as a means
to educate, and more specifically, to influence or change human behaviour.
Assessing Georges Demeny’s use of chronophotography to teach the deaf-
mute how to speak, the author literally refers to his subject as “a pioneer of
film for school” (Drevon 1994, 55).4

Furthermore, statements such as these make abstraction of the great
range of factors which helped facilitate the initial survival of, and later devel-
opments in, the film medium. For instance, some historians argue that the
cinema (presumably, institutionalised entertainment film) is really no more
than a by-product of methods for the study of locomotion, which were devel-
oped in the last quarter of the nineteenth century, and which many, includ-
ing at least one of the above authors, consider to be at its origin.>*® However,
researchers such as Etienne-Jules Marey, canonised as one of the pioneers of
film, were interested in the analysis of movement rather than its reproduction
or synthesis - to all accounts a most crucial step in the evolution towards film
as we know it today (Tosi 2005, 114). Meanwhile, it required more commercial
minds (for example, those of Edison and the Lumiere brothers) to develop,
and subsequently market, the potential which these scientists did not exploit.
In addition to this, the researchers themselves were also dependent on devel-
opments made for economic reasons, for instance, the invention of roll film
with sufficiently speedy photographic emulsions (111-12, 122-32, 155-56, 160-
61).

For all those reasons, it seems inappropriate to suggest that, in retrospect,
scientific and/or educational film can be considered a historical point of
departure, and that all other applications of the medium can be seen as devel-
opments of, or even deviations from, this ‘original’ form. Another argument,
perhaps even more important in the context of this work, is the fact that it
obscures the distinction between the scientific-technological origins of film
production and exhibition on the one hand, and the first more or less organ-
ised forms of film supply for educational use, on the other. As McKernan has
pointed out, the systematic use of film for education - which, he argues, did
not really take off until after the First World War - should be considered “a
new enterprise, not an extension of that which already existed” (2005, 215).5

Before it could become successful as a didactic tool, two conditions had
to be fulfilled. First, the teaching world had to be sufficiently prepared for the
reception of the new medium - one that clearly required its own (but as yet
largely experimental) pedagogical approach. Second, a reasonable amount of
material had to be available: schools had to have access to enough films and
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playback equipment that met their educational demands (compare Pelletier
2011, 76).

On the face of it, the first condition may seem to have been by far the most
difficult to fulfil, considering that it required the breeding of a positive dispo-
sition among an entirely new, and as I demonstrate further on, at times very
hostile user base. In reality, however, the second, more practical problem also
took a good deal of time to resolve. The main reason for this appears to have
been that if the teaching film business was to become more or less viable, rely-
ing purely on the workings of the market was not an option. And although gov-
ernments in the twenties and thirties did recognise this, few of the authorised
officials were in a financial position to prioritise the supply of visual aids to
schools.5

First Steps towards Specialisation

In her monograph on the work of Benoit-Lévy, Vignaux quotes from “Rapport
sur la création d’un office national du cinématographe” (“Report on the Crea-
tion of a National Cinematographic agency”), which came out in 1928. The
text reads:

The need to organise at last the cinematograph for educational and
teaching purposes seems more and more urgent. [...] The present lack
of coordination and cohesion between the relevant ministerial depart-
ments, between the various regional bureaus, between the programmes
of social education, has the inevitable consequence both of a mutual
ignorance of the obtained results and a fragmentation of efforts and,
regrettably, of duplication of investments. (Vignaux 2007, 31) >

Although commenting very specifically on the situation in France, the above
quote reflects the views of many visual education proponents at the time.
Studies conducted in Europe and the United States indicate that by the end
of the 1920s a good deal of support existed for the use of film in teaching. In
many cases, moreover, this reinforcement was more than theoretical. In sev-
eral countries, the state organised some form of educational film supply, occa-
sionally even via multiple (regional and national) distribution points. At the
same time, such pronouncements also show that the large-scale use of film for
teaching was still an unrealised ideal. One of the factors which commentators
attributed this to was a lack of coordination between the multitude of initia-
tives that co-existed.
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Commissions and Reports

Among policy-makers, interest in the educational possibilities of film long
predates the above-mentioned report. Throughout the Western world, the
first disparate attempts to deploy film as a classroom aid were immediately
followed by a variety of (semi-) official initiatives. From the 1910s onwards, all
sorts of commissions gathered with the intended purpose of collecting infor-
mation about, and subsequently, taking a stance on, the medium’s suitability
as a didactic tool. In France, for instance, the results of an early inquiry on the
use of film for agricultural education were presented to both houses of parlia-
ment as early as 1912 (Vighaux 2007, 157). In Holland, the city council of The
Hague created the Bioscoop-Commissie (Cinema Commission) to study the
matter; the group reported back in 1913, after a delegation had returned from
awork visit to the first Belgian ‘school cinema’ (Hogenkamp 1985, 42).

In most cases, the tone of the committees’ deliberations can be charac-
terised as cautiously optimistic. The Dutch report, for instance, assesses the
future of education with film as very promising. At the same time, it stipulates
anumber of conditions for the medium’s further use. On the one hand, it says,
film should be deployed only if it can be expected to add something to the
teacher’s argument, and if it is likely to help clarify concepts or processes that
cannot be illustrated by other means. On the other hand, teachers should use
films that are made especially for educational purposes (Hogenkamp 1985,
42, and 1997, 56). Neither of these requirements, the document implies, were
fulfilled at the time.

During the First World War, for obvious reasons, the teaching film was not
high on the political agenda. Immediately after, however, issues pertaining to
its use were addressed with renewed enthusiasm. In France, for instance, an
extra-parliamentary commission under the auspices of the Ministry of Pub-
lic Instruction and Arts delivered its long-awaited report (the so-called ‘Rap-
port Bessou’). This in turn gave impetus to the creation of a film service at
the Musée Pédagogique and, a few years later, the set-up of a cinématheque
at the Ministry of Agriculture (Vignaux 2007, 61-2).>* In Holland, the so-called
‘Onderwijsraad’ (Education Council) was asked to advise on the use of film
as a teaching tool; its conclusions were made public in 1922 ([Schreuder]
1948, 6-7). In Britain, meanwhile, the Cinema Commission of Inquiry (1917),
appointed by the National Council of Public Morals, had initiated the debate
on the issue; its report came out a few years later (Marchant 1925). Seven years
on, the Committee on Educational and Cultural Films produced the landmark
paper, “The Film in National Life”, which contained a plea for the establish-
ment of a more permanent advisory body that would also implement the rec-
ommendations made (Cameron 1932).

The accumulation of government initiatives, it seems, bears a direct rela-
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tion to the activities of various interest groups. In the course of the 1920s, the
latter not only increased in number, but also began to organise themselves
more professionally. The most telling example here is the American one. In
the US, five national associations were established in as many years’ time
(1919 to 1923). Although some of these organisations merged later on, they
represented an ever-expanding base of lobbyists for the teaching film cause
(Saettler 1990, 144-45, 47).% Like their colleagues elsewhere, American visual
instructionists proclaimed their views on the issue at conferences, in journals
(Moving Picture Age; later Visual Education and The Educational Screen) and
through practical courses for teachers in all subject fields (161-65, 149).

In the 1920s, the movement also began to internationalise. The first step
in this direction was taken in 1921, when the League of Nations installed the
Committee for Intellectual Cooperation whose sub-commission on cinema-
tography deliberated on the relation between film and intellectual life (Vig-
naux 2007, 24-28).In 1926, the French branch of this organisation coordinated
an international cinematographic congress; one of the topics discussed was
‘teaching through cinema’ (I’enseignement par le cinéma) (Gertiser 2006, 60). In
subsequent years, more specialist conferences were held. From 1928 to 1934,
these took place under the auspices of the newly established International
Institute of Educational Cinematography, a League of Nations division with
offices in Rome. Two of the goals they achieved were the standardisation of
16mm as an educational format, and an agreement on the exchange of films
among member states.5

When compared to those of the first half of the 1910s, the minutes, reports
and conventions of committees that met after the First World War tend to lay
a somewhat different emphasis. In most cases, they no longer debate whether
or not the film medium is suitable as a didactic aid. Rather, taking this fact as
a premise, they demonstrate how the various subject fields can benefit from
its use. In doing so, many of them make reference to the results of tests and
experiments.5” In addition to this, they also make concrete recommendations;
for instance, with regard to the practical organisation of production and dis-
tribution. The general assessment is that in order for film to become a viable
teaching tool, more government involvement is required (Saettler 1990, 146;
Vignaux 2007, 29). Most of the reports envisage a combination of two things.
On the one hand, they demand a more proactive approach to the logistics of
teaching film supply (for example, through the coordination of national and/
or regional distribution networks, as in the French report quoted above). On
the other hand, they ask for more initiative in terms of production, both regu-
latory and financial.

At the time, indeed, the availability of suitable films was still a major
problem - despite up to twenty-five years of deliberation. The reason seems
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to have been that private enterprise was in some kind of a deadlock. Because
of the fact that most schools did not yet have the resources for teaching film
use (often for infrastructural reasons, such as a lack of projection equipment,
or because they could not afford to buy or rent films) investment in specialist
production was still too risky. As a result, companies chose to produce mate-
rial that served several purposes at once; films, in other words, that were ‘edu-
cational’ in the broadest possible sense of the term (see, for instance, Pelletier
2011, 58-59, 74). Such titles, however, did not meet the much more stringent
demands of the people who had to put them to use.

Specialist Production

Even in the first two decades of the century, there were some commercial
enterprises that catered specifically to those in formal education. In many
cases, however, the long-term existence of these companies depended not on
the production of teaching films, but on other, more lucrative activities. One
example that illustrates this point is the Dutch firm Polygoon, which officially
opened in 1920. Right from the start, its founder had the ambition to operate
on the educational market. With the 1922 release of a film about the course of
the River Rhine, the company earned the pedagogical recognition it required.
Four years later, the firm also set up its own projection service, which present-
ed specially compiled programmes to a public of schoolchildren (supposedly,
in an effort to circumvent the country’s lack of infrastructure for educational
film viewing). Meanwhile, and in spite of claims that it was established with
the intent purpose of providing ‘good teaching films’, Polygoon also marketed
titles which targeted non-school audiences (Ochse [1926], 7-8; Hogenkamp
1988, 26-32). Eventually, historian Bert Hogenkamp argues, it was the produc-
tion of newsreels which ensured the survival of the company (1988, 44).

In other countries as well, diversification turned out to be the solution for
those who wished to engage in educational production. In the UK, Gaumont-
British Instructional (G-BI), subsidiary of the Gaumont-British Picture Corpo-
ration, was established in 1933 to provide specifically for this market. While
other branches of the concern concentrated on feature films and newsreels,
G-BI specialised in titles for classroom use. The most well-known of its prod-
ucts was the so-called Secrets of Life series (initiated in 1934). Unlike Secrets of
Nature, a well-known series produced by G-BI's predecessor British Instruc-
tional Films, Secrets of Life was geared specifically towards use in biology les-
sons (Buchanan 1951, 65-69).5 Without the profits made from the sale of other
genres, however, G-B’s Instructional branch might not have been sustainable.

For completeness’ sake, I should point out here that the above situation
is most characteristic of Europe. In the US, specialist production has always
been a little more successful. Not only did entrepreneurs venture onto the
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educational market sooner (in fact, from the very beginning of the century),
some of them actually managed to focus exclusively on the provision of mate-
rial for classroom use. One possible explanation is that several of these early
companies took on the entire cycle of production and distribution, including
also the sale or rental of film-screening equipment (compare Saettler 1990,
99-101). This way, they attempted to break through the infrastructural dead-
lock which their European colleagues were still dealing with.

In addition to this, American producers also operated on a much larger
scale - especially in the twenties and thirties. The reason for this, I believe, is
twofold. First, many of the bigger firms maintained close relations with insti-
tutes of higher education which stimulated the use of audio-visual media in
schools. Such cooperation, it seems, not only relieved those companies finan-
cially, it also increased the acceptability of film as a classroom tool, or the
teachers’ willingness to put it to use. Particularly well-known in this context
are the various partnerships with the University of Chicago. Through all man-
ner of collaboration, this institution contributed to the success of the Society
for Visual Education (a production company founded in 1919, known also for
its enormous filmstrip library), Eastman Teaching Films (1928, the outcome of
an elaborate research-demonstration project headed by the university), ERPI
(1929) and later on, its successor Encyclopaedia Britannica Films (future mar-
ket leader in the field, and established with the financial support of the uni-
versity’s vice-president) (Saettler 1990, 102-3; Alexander 2010, 17-18, 20-23).%

The second reason that can be inferred is that companies such as the
above also benefited from America’s long-standing tradition of collaboration
between public institutions on town, state and federal levels. Like many coun-
tries in Europe, the US harboured a wide range of facilities for the rental and
exchange of teaching films and equipment. Yet in spite of complaints about
a lack of harmony between the various agencies that coexisted (Saettler 1990,
115), distribution here seems to have functioned much more efficiently than
in France, Holland or the UK.% At least to some degree, this may have been
the result of a much more powerful central back-up system for communal
initiatives. Authorities and organisations that were particularly helpful in this
respect were the Motion Picture Department of the US Bureau of Education
and the Association of School Film Libraries.®

Re-use and Resemblance

In many parts of Europe, in contrast, purpose-production was still an unat-
tainable ideal, even in the 1930s. In practice, a great deal of the films which
companies advertised as fit for curricular use had been recycled from other
viewing contexts, including entertainment settings, but sometimes also
more specialist scientific ones (Munz 2005, 52; Hornicek 2007, 384). In some
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cases, of course, they had been adapted so as to fit their new purpose. British
Instructional Films, for instance, re-edited episodes from its Secrets of Nature
series after they had been brought out commercially and refitted them with
captions appropriate to a youthful audience (Buchanan 1951, 65-66). In Swit-
zerland, distributors of teaching films re-cut documentaries in order to make
them suitable as teaching tools, replacing intertitles and, later on, voice-over
commentaries (Gertiser 2006, 58-60). In France, Benoit-Lévy’s work was some-
times re-used to make ‘specialist’ classroom films. Essentially, however, these
titles were mere reorganisations of images that had been assembled before
(Vignaux 2006, 186).

In addition to this, films that were meant to function as teaching aids are
often highly reminiscent of what was available for non-school audiences, even
if they were in fact purpose-produced. This applies not only to their stylistic
features (which seems logical, considering that such titles often only consti-
tuted part of a firm’s output) but also to the thematic choices made. An exam-
ple may help illustrate this point.

In the year 1926, Polygoon director B. D. Ochse published the brochure De
film ten dienste van onderwijs en volksontwikkeling (Film at the Service of Teach-
ing and Public Education) in order to spread the word about the company’s
newly established projection service. The last few pages of the booklet contain
aselection of titles that were available for the achievement of this goal. At least
some of those - although by no means all - were made with pupils in mind.*
Speaking in ‘curricular’ terms, most of the films listed deal with subjects
belonging to the domain of geography (economic or ethnographic); a single
one covers a biology topic. Considered a little more closely, and in relation to
the user comments that follow in the brochure, each of these titles conjures
up images of films that were shown for more broadly educational purposes;
for instance, as part of the supporting shorts sections of cinema programmes
or during more ad hoc screenings. They evoke associations with the types of
material which, at the time, were variously catalogued as ‘travelogues’, ‘sce-
nics’, or ‘manners and customs’ (compare Griffiths 2005, 221); for instance, a
film reported to feature “Eastern types” of people, animals and plants (Ochse
[1926], 11).9 Alternatively, they remind one of the kind of shorts which, retro-
spectively, have been called ‘process films’, and which show a product’s manu-
facturing from raw material to consumable good (Gunning 1997, 17). The title
of the biology film, in turn, leads one to suspect an ethologic-observational
content, in line with that of popular science films made since the late 1900s.

Similar observations are made by other authors, who deal with education-
al catalogues released elsewhere. In his article on French geography teach-
ing films, Wallet even goes so far as to state that “[n]othing distinguishes a
documentary for school use from one intended for the general public” (2004,
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102).% Pierre-Emmanuel Jaques, in turn, draws attention to the ‘stereotypical’
outlook of films dealing with the specificities of a location, both in terms of
their topical focus and with respect to their common didactic approach. In his
article on the subject, he attributes this to the relative ‘closedness’ or ‘impen-
etrability’ of the documentary utility film (Jaques 2006, 104-5). Whether or not
the latter generalisation is a legitimate one, it is definitely safe to conclude
that in those days, it was rarely the very specific textual characteristics of class-
room films that made them seem fit for their specialist (i.e. institutionally
restricted) use.

Official Intervention

Asthe American example already demonstrates, a sustainable system of teach-
ing film supply ultimately could not be achieved without at least some form of
material back-up from the state. As far as ‘official’ intervention is concerned, a
favourable attitude towards educational film use simply was not enough. The
schools themselves, oftentimes short on cash (especially during the interwar
years) could not be expected to carry the financial burden of the entire enter-
prise. In order for it to succeed, monetary incentives were necessary as well.
These could either take the form of direct subsidies to producers or of a more
active engagement from the government in the organisation of film distribu-
tion or technical support. The best way to illustrate this point is by using a
‘negative’ example: the instance of a country where lack of official interven-
tion eventually led to the failure of a whole chain of initiatives.

In France, the introduction of classroom films to schools at first seemed
to progress rather well. After the publication of the above-mentioned ‘Rap-
port Bessou’ (1920) the government actively supported the development of
educational film use - both in word and in deed. In subsequent years, several
ministries set up or financed specialised libraries, often also providing the
means to commission new, purpose-produced titles. In the second half of the
decade, however, the state’s interest in the matter gradually began to wane.
A major blow to visual instructionists was the failure to materialise of the so-
called ‘Office national du cinématographe’ (an institute that would, among
others, coordinate the government’s disparate efforts to have films screened
in schools) (Vignaux 2007, 36-38, 124-31, 157-61). The result was that until the
eve of the Second World War, the availability of audio-visual materials depend-
ed to a considerable extent on regional initiatives (for instance, those of the
Offices régionaux du cinéma éducateur). Although these were oftentimes
highly active, a lack of national support minimised the impact of their activi-
ties. Local providers as well had to draw on what was held by state-funded
repositories, and, therefore, these institutions ended up getting paralysed by
their own success (compare Gauthier 2004, 87).
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Like France, most (Western) countries that did develop a well-coordinated,
central support system for classroom film use tended to do so after the Second
World War. The reason for this timing was primarily infrastructural. Much
more so than had been the case twenty years earlier, governments in the early
forties relied on the non-theatrical film circuit for purposes of information,
education and propaganda (Buchanan 1951, 80; Masson 2002, 51-52; Saettler
178-96; Streible, Roepke and Mebold 2007, 340-41). In a mere four years’ time,
the market for small-gauge film grew spectacularly and the number of libraries
that rented out such materials literally multiplied. As far as mobile projection
was concerned, 16mm effectively became the standard. In the peacetime that
followed, the results of this evolution could immediately be redeemed. Post-
war administrators benefited not only from what was left materially (equip-
ment or films available for recycling, audio-visual departments requiring new
assignments) but also in terms of know-how. In several countries, such assets
were turned to the advantage of formal education (Alexander 2010, 17-20, 38;
Aubert et al. 2004, 27; Masson 2000, 14-16, and 2002, 51-52; Saettler 1990, 114-
15; Smith 1999, 26). This in turn gave an incentive to private enterprise.
Although valid for many countries in Europe, there is one distinct excep-
tion to the above observations.® In Germany, direct government involvement
in the production and supply of classroom films - which, incidentally, took
an extremely centralised form - began well before the Second World War. The
first official teaching film institute, known by the name of RfdU (Reichsanstalt
fiir den Unterrichtsfilm) was established in 1933. The agency simultaneously
acted as a commissioner of audio-visual material and as an administrator of
the entire distribution chain (Ewert 1998, 93, 99, 102). Through a vast net-
work of regional offices (Landes-, Kreis- and Stadtbildstellen) RfdU monitored
the schools’ needs and coordinated the transport of equipment and films
(201-13). Although answering directly to the Ministry of Education, Science
and Public Development, it functioned more or less independently. Funding
was obtained directly from the pupils’ parents in the form of a compulsory
contribution per school-going child (Ewert 1998, 75-76; Keitz 20052, 465-66).
Because of this, it was unaffected by the outcome of governmental negotia-
tions on the distribution of tax proceeds. In addition to this, the institute had
complete authority over what was shown in schools. Without its explicit per-
mission, teachers were not allowed to screen titles from outside RfdU, even
if they had been approved as official propaganda tools (Ewert 1998, 191-96).
In spite of the fact that the institute emerged within a system of govern-
ance that favoured centrally managed public services of this kind, it should
not be considered a mere product of national socialism. According to Malte
Ewert, who wrote a history of RfdU up to 1945, the body would have material-
ised in any case - even if the political constellation had been radically different
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(1998, 155-56).°* The reason for this is that in the years and decades before, the
Reichsanstalt’s modus operandi had been thoroughly prepared. In Germany,
the production of films, especially those with so-called ‘edifying’ qualities,
had long been considered an activity that needed official support. Pressured
to do so by a very active cinema reform movement, municipal councils (organ-
ised in a Bilderbiithnenbund) committed themselves to the screening of Kul-
tur- and Lehrfilme (the former targeting a general audience; the latter aiming
specifically at schoolchildren and college students).® The federal government
in turn sponsored the making of such films, both directly (for instance, via
the Kulturabteilung of Universum Film AG [Ufa], which also received public
funds) and indirectly (among others, through tax reliefs for the makers of
films that were rated ‘educationally fit’).7° Even more significant in terms of
what RfdU achieved was the vast network of communal audio-visual libraries
(Bildstellen) set up in the course of the 1920s, which operated on the level of
towns and states. After 1933, they were converted into teaching film archives,
and served as a basis for the institute’s centralised system of storage and dis-
tribution (Keitz 2005a, 470-71; Ewert 1998, 201).

Despite its association with a hostile political regime, Germany’s produc-
tion and distribution system caused envy among foreign proponents of the
classroom film. In Holland, for instance, RfdU statistics were quoted when-
ever the necessity of government intervention had to be affirmed. The insti-
tute’s success was attributed not only to its tight central organisation, but also
to the way in which it was funded (Hogenkamp 1997, 59-60). From a peda-
gogical point of view, the Reichsanstalt was praised for providing films that
were entirely suited to their goal.” Yet in spite of such arguments, it would
take another while before foreign governments would begin to follow the Ger-
mans’ lead.”

1.1.2  Limitations

In spite of the above, the slow development of specialist classroom film pro-
duction in most Western countries was not purely an effect of a logic of the
market. Ultimately, it had at least as much to do with the prospective users’
reception of film as a classroom tool. If pedagogues and educators had been
collectively convinced of the medium’s usefulness as a didactic aid, the visual
instruction movement would have been stronger, and might have been able
to enforce the necessary government measures. In the twenties and thirties,
however, enthusiasm among schoolteachers was less than overwhelming.
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RESERVATIONS

Much like the praise of early advocates, concerns about the pedagogical limi-
tations and even dangers of film were voiced as soon as the medium emerged
(Cuban 1986, 17-18; Grunder 2000, 61). On the face of it, objections to its use
in school, often expressed by authors who spoke from personal experience,
tended to be quite concrete. Roughly speaking, they can be divided into two
groups. On the one hand, there were fundamental, methodological preoccu-
pations, supposedly inspired by the psychological and pedagogical needs of
the audience addressed. According to reports, educators were not convinced
that the use of the medium could help young children learn; some even sug-
gested that it might slow down their development. On the other hand, teach-
ers were worried about the potential practical difficulties. This second type of
objection indicates that according to prospective users, neither the pedagogi-
cal world nor the market were (logistically) prepared for the large-scale deploy-
ment of teaching films.

In addition to this, the same sources attest to a kind of fear that seems at
least equally profound, but much harder to pin down. The teachers’ appre-
hensiveness, it seems, not only resulted from the assumption that film might
not yet be adapted to its function as a teaching tool, but also from suspicion
regarding the medium as such. Implicitly or explicitly, those who complained
about the increasing presence of moving images in schools blamed their
inherent corruptive potential - a danger primarily for the children watching,
but to some degree also for the adults who put them to use. In what follows,
I also address this last type of fear. First, however, I take a closer look at the
more concrete, and therefore more ‘visible’ objections to the use of film in
schools.

Psychosocial Concerns

Of all the concerns that were mentioned in questionnaires and reports, psy-
chosocial ones were given by far the greatest weight. Regardless of whether
or not they actually worried teachers the most, suspicions about the relation
between film viewing and the (development of) children’s perceptive, cogni-
tive and/or interpersonal capacities often took centre stage. A possible reason
for the prominence of such arguments is that their relevance to the discussion
was beyond any doubt: if there was one issue educators were supposed to be
concerned about, it was whether or not the intended audience could peda-
gogically benefit from the medium’s use. In addition to this, teachers were
confirmed in their intuitions by educational scientists who held similar views,
and who argued in their books and articles that the effects of the medium on
the way children learnt had not yet been sufficiently researched.”

WATCH AND LEARN



In her contribution to a volume on French scientific and educational film,
Annie Renonciat points out that in the course of the past centuries, peda-
gogues have not only stressed the advantages of sensory education but also
underlined young children’s perceptual constraints. In the late 1900s, visual
representations were considered educationally fit only if they lived up to cer-
tain standards; for instance, in terms of clarity and readability, informational
hierarchy and logical construction. For detractors of the didactic use of film,
those were precisely the areas where the medium failed as an educational tool
(Renonciat 2004, 71; compare Stach 2000, 207-9). On the one hand, this was
the case because it presented an inordinately fast succession of ‘views’, ill-
adapted to the cognitive processes of young pupils. The film image’s inherent
speed and fleetingness were considered to stand in the way of careful observa-
tion and to prevent viewers from remembering later what they had seen. On
the other hand, it was because moving image technology, unlike graphics for
instance, was considered to conflict with the pedagogical ideals of selection
and simplification. Opponents argued that a camera pointed at a phenom-
enon or object worth knowing about was likely to record a host of irrelevant
details as well. The children watching, meanwhile, could not be expected to
differentiate between the two, and as a result, were bound to end up more con-
fused.”

A more direct consequence of the transient quality of film which com-
mentators noted was the fact that it did not involve the viewers’ mind in an
active way. According to the medium’s adversaries, moving images caused
in children passivity and mental laziness. Rather than encouraging them to
think about what they saw, motion pictures subjected them to an uninter-
rupted stream of visual stimuli, leaving them only a number of unrelated,
inconsequential impressions.”s This circumstance, of course, was a thorn in
the side of educational reformists. I have mentioned earlier that according to
the Dutch professor Kohnstamm, film viewing was diametrically opposed to
the principle of activity advanced by the New Education. In his view, even the
use of words — otherwise a condition for priming thought - could not remedy
this. Watching film, he believed, required such a degree of submission that
listening to verbal clarifications at the same time was sure to interfere with the
workings of the mind.”®

Another, equally fundamental danger of film was what Renonciat charac-
terises as “the almost hallucinatory power of the cinematographic image”. For
educators, the following problem posed itself:

the film spectator, little by little, no longer sees before him moving

images, but real beings; the obscurity in which he is immersed reinforces
his illusion. Rationalist teachers of the most uncompromising kind
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hate to let the cognitive processes of their pupils rest on the virtues of a
simulacrum of which the buoyancy derives from make-belief rather than a
process of making [pupils] think. (Renonciat 2004, 64) 77

In other words, the very same characteristic that proponents of the medium
considered a major advantage, its life-likeness, constituted a problem for its
opponents. In their view, watching film made the children enter some sort of
‘dream state’, paralyzing their critical functions. The emotional condition it
caused was taken to be the result of a purely physical process: the fast suc-
cession of single pictures, and more precisely, the flicker which this was sup-
posed to entail.”

Last but not least, sceptical teachers also feared that use of the new medi-
um might cause a disregard for the non-rational aspects of classroom educa-
tion. As Cuban points out, pedagogues throughout the decades have tended
to believe that interpersonal relations are essential in student learning; as a
result, “the use of technologies that either displace, disrupt, or minimize that
relationship between teacher and child [have been] viewed in a negative light”
(1986, 60-61).7 In the 1910s and 1920s such arguments gained additional
weight, as they were supported by the findings of educational scientists who
studied the workings of children’s minds. In the interwar period, they were
further reinforced due to the contemporary concern with ‘personality train-
ing’: the preparation of pupils for full membership of a peaceful society.
Teachers who were already suspicious of the film medium argued that this
task conflicted with the use of (too many) technical aids (Lapierre 1948, 295).

Practical Considerations

At least as important to users (although often less heavily emphasised in
contemporary writings) were a series of more tangible problems: practical
difficulties that prevented the large-scale deployment of moving images in
schools. Cuban writes:

Invariably, the following reasons turned up on lists of obstacles blocking
increased film use in classrooms:

- Teachers’ lack of skills in using equipment and film

- Costof films, equipment, and upkeep

- Inaccessibility of equipment when it is needed

- Finding and fitting the right film to the class. (Cuban 1986, 18)

The first hurdle which Cuban mentions is part of a more diversified set of

perceived practical constraints. Although many teachers may indeed have
suffered from a fear of incompetence with respect to the mechanical aspects
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of film screening, the reasons for this apprehensiveness were not necessar-
ily technical in themselves. In his book on American educational technol-
ogy, Saettler quotes from a 1930s report investigating the causes of the slow
uptake of classroom film use. One of the explanations it suggests is that heads
of schools tended to devote little or no time or energy to the implementation
of visual education. Teachers, in other words, were not given sufficient guid-
ance, and therefore approached the new challenge with excessive trepidation.
Another reason quoted by the same report is a lack of standards in terms of
both film production and application. If the great variety of available tools and
methods confused even school boards and executives, it was inevitable that it
should also intimidate those who had to put them to use (Saettler 1990, 107).

The third and fourth items on Cuban’s list suggest problems in terms of
how the new technology could be made to fit into both the school curriculum
and established teaching routines. On the one hand, many commentators
complained that although the medium might be useful in principle, insuffi-
cient amounts of suitable films were available. In order for teachers to wel-
come the tool into their classrooms, titles had to be provided that dealt with
subjects relevant to formal education, and in ways that could appeal to the
age groups concerned.® On the other hand, the material had to be usable at
the times and places which the lesson programme ordained. Teachers of the
1920s and 1930s disapproved of the fact that they should adapt their sched-
ules to those of the film distributors. They believed that the medium could
only be effective didactically if this logic was radically turned around.®

Another practical concern that is not mentioned explicitly by Cuban but
is often referred to in primary sources is the time-consuming nature of class-
room film use. Many teachers seem to have been bothered by the fact that the
use of any item (however short) required several hours of lesson time. Teach-
ing with audio-visual means, after all, was not only a matter of screening the
chosen title; an equally important part of the process was verification of the
acquired knowledge or skills. This excess time, however, had to be skimmed
off the school hours that were available — hours that could be spent more ‘safe-
ly’ on faster methods that were also well-tried. Another, related consideration
was that showing film required extra preparation. Even if a title did deal with
subjects that were part of the school programme, teachers still had to preview
it and adapt any relevant lesson plans.5?

Remarkable about this last argument is that it often appears in texts
which characterise the use of audio-visual media in general as a ‘hassle’ or ‘rig-
marole’.®3 Pronouncements of this kind tend to confirm Cuban’s observation
that resistance to the introduction of new teaching tools in part also derives
from a fear of anything that might make the teacher’s task more complicated
to perform (1993, 265ff). (I address this assertion more thoroughly in chapter

FILM FOR EDUCATION: DEBATES, IDEA(L)S AND PRACTICES

| 59



60 |

2.) It is quite likely, then, that some of the more down-to-earth reservations
about classroom film use (for instance, the last of Cuban’s obstacles: that of
maintenance and cost) should be seen as attempts to give a more concrete or
tangible expression to an otherwise rather elusive concern.?

Underlying Fears

Although both the above clusters of considerations may indeed have mattered
to some of the teachers involved, I would like to point out that they probably
also constituted a front for a series of other fears. These anxieties are very dif-
ferent in nature to the ones I already mentioned. Meanwhile, they seem to
have been at least equally heartfelt. The problem for an outside observer is
that although they are sometimes named in primary sources, it is not always
clear how exactly they would have affected the professional group concerned.

Cinema and Moral Decline

Objections which derive from a sense of maladjustment of the new teaching
tool to the children’s minds often occur in combination with another set of
concerns: reservations about the film medium’s relation with entertainment
theatres. In the 1920s and 1930s, the gloomiest of cultural commentators sys-
tematically associated cinemas with moral decline. Affected by such tidings,
teachers balked at the prospect of adopting the medium with which these
venues were most closely affiliated (Gauthier 2004, 83; Grunder 2000, 62).
However, few of them seem to have been able to pinpoint the danger’s precise
nature or extent.

As a matter of fact, the issue not only confused pedagogues, but cinema
opponents more in general. In articles written by objectors, the emphasis
wavers from aspects pertaining to the films’ content to the circumstances in
which they were shown. On the one hand, authors opposed to the type of pro-
ductions screened, which were at best frivolous and at worst provocative or
even sexually titillating. The objections they raised were largely the same ones
that had been directed earlier at the more popular genres of literature, music
and art. On the other hand, commentators struck out at the sort of activities
that cinema visits presumably entailed: drinking, inappropriate physical con-
tact and even criminal behaviour. Such conditions, it was argued, were incon-
ducive to the ethical upbringing of the young.% The general permissiveness
which opponents associated with the cinema was in turn related to the fact
that the entertainment sector was run by men with purely commercial inter-
ests, who tolerated whatever guaranteed them the highest profits. Defenders
of religious values in particular (but not exclusively) mercilessly denounced
them for their negative moral influence on society at large.*

Amongst those who came up with remedies against this perceived ‘moral
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decline’, two main groups can be distinguished. On the one hand, there were
commentators who targeted the act of film viewing itself, and saw regulation as
the only solution. Again, the rules they proposed either pertained to the types
of film that were shown (censorship) or to the circumstances in which viewing
took place (supervision of exploitation, sometimes combined with attendance
restrictions).®” On the other hand, there were those who believed that the so-
called ‘cinema problem’ was not inherent to either film-making or film view-
ing, but a result of the way in which moving images had been ‘abused’ in the
course of time. They strongly believed in the uplifting potential of film and
thought that ‘positive’ action was needed: the provision of an alternative to
that which commercial entrepreneurs put on screen. The cause of the second
group was defended by a variety of associations whose members believed that
the promotion of superior productions would help restore the film medium to
its original mission or state.?

Extreme opponents of the use of film in class had no sympathy whatsoever
for the latter’s arguments. According to them, the only way in which teachers
could help minimise the effects of the so-called ‘cinema threat’ was by protect-
ing pupils from all exposure to the medium, among others by banning it from
school grounds. The results of studies and questionnaires, plentiful at the time,
showed that children had no problems whatsoever finding their way to enter-
tainment theatres. Making use of the latest ‘fad’ in didactic tools, adversaries
thought, would only give off a sign of approval. In their opinion, it would encour-
age youngsters to go to cinemas instead of bringing attendance figures down.*

The official reason for this exceptionally repressive attitude was that chil-
dren were particularly vulnerable to the perils of cinema-going. The frequent-
ing of film theatres was dangerous for everyone, but grown-ups at least were
supposed to know the difference between right and wrong. Whether or not
they acted accordingly, then, was primarily a matter of will-power. Children, in
contrast, could not be expected to make moral judgements, because they had
not yet reached the age of discretion.® Their minds were much more impres-
sionable, and therefore required extra protection from the potentially nega-
tive influences of such environments (compare Jung 2005a).%*

However, it is just as likely that pronouncements like these can be related
to an unspoken fear of the unknown. Like the so-called ‘new media’ of every
age - but according to some, visual technologies in particular (Grunder 2000)
- film terrified teachers, because its semantic potential seemed to have no
bounds. Educators were aware that the methods for ‘decoding’ moving images
deviated from those that could be applied to other didactic texts. How exactly
the reading process was executed, however, was not known. As a result, teach-
ers had no clue as to how to supervise a film viewing, and above all, as to how
to steer the pupils’ interpretation of what was seen.
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As I argue later on, a driving force behind this fear was the suspicion that the
above situation might lead to a loss of classroom control. Cuban and Saettler
both suggest that resistance among teachers towards the introduction of film
might be inspired by the conviction that popular media would have a negative
effect ontheimage of seriousness which they had established over time (Cuban
1986, 61; Saettler 1990, 106). However, educators probably also experienced a
much more direct threat: one that concerned their day-to-day functioning in
class. This threat was all the more pertinent to those who understood that the
children they taught were much more familiar with the new medium than they
were themselves — not only as a technological given, but also as a source of
signification (Grunder 2000, 68; Depaepe and Henkens 2000, 14).

The Threat of Mechanisation

In my section on psychosocial concerns, I touched upon the argument that
the deployment of too many ‘machineries’ might entail negligence of the so-
called ‘non-rational’ aspects of education: those insights or abilities that can
only be passed on through interaction with real, living people. The official
explanation was that the mechanical, automatic side of film usage was harm-
ful primarily for the intended audience. At the same time, however, primary
sources also contain evidence of the teachers’ own fear of the unknown, and
more specifically, of the uncontrollable ‘robotic’ potential of the new class-
room tool. A fear, in other words, that seems much more profound than a
mere insecurity about their own technical competencies.

In the essay version of a lecture held in 1967 (at the dawn of what would
later become known as ‘computerised instruction’) Philip W. Jackson gives
an overview of the various manifestations of this anxiety: from the classroom
introduction of what he calls ‘the humble crystal set’ (the earlier versions of
wireless technique) to the information technologies of that time. His con-
clusion is that in the instances he quotes, the teachers’ fear did not so much
concern the possibilities of the machine itself, but rather the so-called ‘mech-
anistic ideology’ that advocates of new media upheld (Jackson 1968, 2, 65). A
crucial ingredient of this ideology was the vision or hope that the use of such
automatons might eventually make real teachers obsolete.

Primary sources attest that the threat which film technology posed to the
teaching profession was strongly felt. In an article in a 1938 issue of the jour-
nal Lichtbeeld en cultuur (Projected Image and Culture, the periodical of one of
Holland’s main action groups for the revaluation of the film medium), Zanen
uses some rather revealing imagery:

Often the fear has been expressed that film, once allowed into the school,
will show the behaviour of a cuckoo in the nest; and even if it may not
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succeed in throwing the teacher overboard, it will try to corner him with
Hollywood-esque dexterity. We know the power of film and dread its
domination. All too often, we see it sit enthroned as a second queen of
the earth.»

Of course, reactions of this kind were (involuntarily) provoked. The efficiency-
crazed enthusiasts of the early decades had actively promoted a mechanist
ideal; after that, it had been adopted by the first specialised production and
distribution companies, who turned it into a publicity tool (Saettler 1990,
106). Because of this, the users’ anxiety was extremely hard to expunge.”

Once again, analysts agree that what put teachers off the most was the
prospect of losing classroom control. As Cuban points out, advocates of
automation projected a shift in the learning process from a communication
between educators and pupils to one between students and machines (1986,
90; compare Saettler 1990, 403). Further on in this work, I argue that the latter
situation posed two types of threats to the instructors’ authority: first, that of a
weakening of their functional classroom power, and second, that of a certain
degree of intellectual impotence.

CONDITIONS

In as far as it was considered acceptable at all, then, the deployment of film
in schools was subject to some very strict conditions. Even those who were
optimistic about the medium’s educational potential rarely expressed their
enthusiasm without adding atleast some ‘buts’ and ‘ifs’. Pieces that presented
arguments in favour of its use most often contained a series of specifications.
The reasoning was that if readers took these into account, the risks involved
could be considerably reduced.

Generally speaking, two types of conditions were laid down. The first
variety were textual specifications. One of the sceptics’ strongest convictions
was that schoolchildren should not be shown the same films as grown-ups
- even if those too could be of a highly informative kind. Youngsters were
considered to have a different sort of mind, and the teachers’ choice of
screening material should reflect this.® Authors therefore took to enumer-
ating rules and standards which aspiring producers and distributors were
encouraged to take into account. In due course, these developed into actual
benchmarks: criteria for what constituted a good classroom film, and by
implication, what did not. The second set of conditions concerned aspects
of usage: how classroom films should ideally be deployed. From a retrospec-
tive point of view, the latter kind seem more prominent: publications sug-
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gest that a film’s effectiveness as an educational tool depends primarily on
how it is used.

Ultimately, the above recommendations can all be traced back to the same
concern: that the use of the medium should be made to fit into the established
structures of formal education. Only in this way could film be given the role
it was due: that of a tool, a (mere) means in the hands of a pedagogue. This
purely instrumental function was stressed in the great majority of publica-
tions and considered an absolute condition for the medium’s didactic use.%
For those who were opposed to (commercially-organised) off-site projections,
it also functioned as an argument in favour of its deployment in schools.*

What is remarkable about these conditions is that they show a good deal
of continuity, both geographically and historically. Not only did variations
on the same requirements turn up all over the Western world, they were also
reiterated for several decades. Even so, variation is noticeable over time. Texts
from the 1920s and 1930s (often appearing in pedagogical and film-related
journals and magazines) tend to have highly restrictive overtones. Rather than
spelling out how things can best be done, they focus on what should above
all be avoided. In the specialist brochures and monographs from later on,
prohibitive rules figure as well, but they gradually become less prominent.
Recommendations increasingly take the form of affirmative guidelines: they
function as recipes for the medium’s successful use. At the same time, the tone
of the advice is more reassuring. In those publications the unspoken message
isthatifreaders do follow the rules, a positive teaching resultis likely to ensue.

Arguably, the above development can be related to a shift in the author-
ship of the documents concerned. If the job of formulating the conditions for
film production and use was in the hands of (moderate) enthusiasts at first, it
was taken over increasingly by parties which depended for their existence on
amore than sporadic deployment of the medium; for instance, producers and
distributors. Companies that took their educational activities at all seriously
advised prospective users in every way they could. As a rule, they did so in more
encouraging ways than their predecessors.

In the second half of this chapter, I explore in more detail the recommen-
dations that were made in publications of this kind. Using examples relating
to the Dutch NOF, I consider the specific production conditions and user
advice that were laid down. First, however, I need to clarify the nature of these
writings, and their difference in status from the articles and leaflets that were
brought out before.

Formalisation and Appropriation

The two most popular types of post-war publications were classroom film
manuals and so-called ‘teachers’ notes’. The first, which appeared in book
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form, provided general advice. Presumably, their purpose was to bring
together the recommendations which up until then had been distributed in
a more unorganised form. Most of these manuals contained overviews of the
different kinds of film available, provided pedagogical guidelines for its use,
and gave practical tips as to the choice, purchase and operation of projection
equipment. Sometimes they also contained a brief history of the medium and
its didactic application. Although their number increased as the educational
use of film got institutionalised, they had by then been in existence for quite a
while.” Producers and distributors in the 1940s therefore had to compete for
the audience’s attention with the authors of independent guides.?®

Teachers’ notes (in Dutch, instructieboekjes; in German, Beihefte; in
French, often simply called notices explicatives) were either small booklets or
leaflets, which were distributed with the films themselves. Each brochure or
sheet provided details on the length, subject area and intended audience of
the film which it accompanied. It gave an overview of its content and structure,
contained some factual background information (often highlighting relevant
vocabulary) and specified related tasks and/or added a short bibliography.
In the case of sound films, the booklets sometimes contained transcripts of
a voice-over commentary. In addition, most of them also reiterated some of
the more general user guidelines. Apart from serving as a concrete starting
point for the preparation of a lesson, they were meant to help teachers in their
search for appropriate films.

Cover of a 1944 issue of the teachers’
notes for the film Kaas (NOF, 1943).
(From the collection of Nationaal
Onderwijsmuseum, Rotterdam)

Instructieboek (L0
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The second type of publications in particular need to be interpreted as a token
of, and perhaps even as a step towards, the institutionalisation of film as an
educational tool. By systematising the provision of user advice in the form of
teachers’ notes, the parties responsible subscribed to an age-old tradition of
assisting users in the deployment of didactic aids. The editors’ choice for a
recognisable format - similar sorts of instructions, after all, were also provid-
ed with other teaching tools — helped create an impression of solidity and reli-
ability, and thus, bestowed didactic legitimacy onto the film medium itself.

What happened here, in other words, is a kind of formalisation: a practice
that had been in existence for a considerable period of time (that of advising
and regulating) was moulded into a more permanent shape. The benefit to
users was that it could give them a sense of security. The promise of a practical
didactic guide accompanying each new item gave them the reassurance that
they would never have to use the films unassisted.” Meanwhile, those respon-
sible for the booklets’ contents set some sort of a standard, thus making the
implicit promise that they would produce at least the same quality in every
issue they subsequently released.

At the same time, however, the publication of such books and leaflets
should also be seen as a form of appropriation. After all, the taking over of
an advisory/regulatory task by a party that could gain by it materially coincid-
ed with a shift in the practice’s function. The same rules that first served as
a means of reducing the dangers associated with the medium subsequently
did precisely the opposite: they helped demonstrate the tool’s efficiency, and
therefore, the legitimacy of its use. This way, they implicitly subverted the res-
ervations on which these recommendations were based.**

12 THE CLASSROOM FILM: INSTITUTIONALISATION

In the first half of this chapter I have argued that the information and propa-
ganda policies of governments in the early forties greatly contributed to the
expansion of the non-theatrical film circuit, and that this in turn affected
the supply of material for educational use. Both in Europe and in the United
States, wartime events helped lay the infrastructural basis for much more
professionally organised networks for the provision of audio-visual aids to
schools. For the first time in history, political leaders with an interest in the
matter were actually in a position to facilitate the deployment of film for teach-
ing. By repurposing already existing structures and institutions, the authori-
ties of towns, states and countries could fulfil the practical conditions for the
medium’s educational use. This way, they also encouraged commercial entre-
preneurs to engage in the production of specialist films.

WATCH AND LEARN



Despite the fact that not all governments made this choice, it is reasonable to
conclude that the immediate post-war period is marked by a general tendency
towards institutionalisation. Throughout the Western world, agencies were
set up to coordinate - and in a few places monopolise - the production and
supply of film for education.'** In most cases, these bodies received some form
of support from the state, financial and/or logistic. Their success in bringing
films to schools depended on a range of factors: not only the diligence or
practical insight of the responsible administrators but also how they publi-
cised their services, and at least as important, the enthusiasm of their users.
Even without precise usage rates to rely on, it is safe to say that from that time
onwards, an increasing number of teachers in an ever-expanding geographi-
cal area were at least given the opportunity to deploy the medium in class.**

Although the Second World War was an important turning point in this
respect, the institutionalisation of film as a teaching tool did not happen over-
night. As far as infrastructure for distribution and screening is concerned,
some crucial conditions had indeed been fulfilled, in terms of know-how if not
in actual fact. In many locations, however, few suitable films were as yet availa-
ble because purpose-production still had not taken root (Masson 2000, 14-15;
Saettler 1990, 116). From the second half of the 1940s, this situation gradually
gotremedied. As the quantities of useable titles increased, so did the numbers
of distribution channels and their respective subdivisions. With some delay, a
rise also took place in the amount of play-back equipment in schools.**3 This
trend continued until the late 1950s, when stagnation occurred, most likely
because of a combination of market saturation and the (anticipated) ascent of
newer audio-visual aids.**

When considered in an international context, the Dutch NOF stands out
as a textbook example of the above tendency. Making their first moves during
the Second World War, the institute’s founders immediately capitalised on
the recent proliferation of film as an instrument of information and persua-
sion. In those years, of course, resources for education were limited; therefore,
Holland’s head start in terms of the medium’s actual use in schools was mini-
mal. In the longer run, however, the country’s teachers definitely benefited
from the timing of NOF’s establishment. In his article on the institute’s early
years, Hogenkamp points out that the German occupation provided an ideal
opportunity for the forging of a centrally organised, government-funded body
handling the production and distribution of classroom films (1997). After the
war, the foundation managed to maintain a connection with the state, and
thus, to further expand its services within the relative security of a semi-official
enterprise.'*

Due to the conditions of its emergence, NOF constitutes a particularly use-
ful - because exemplary - historical case. It stands out not only for the almost
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symbolic timing of its establishment, but also for its double organisational
structure. Like many of its foreign counterparts, NOF was supported by the
government only up to a certain degree. While the Ministry of Education fully
endorsed the institute’s activities, the financial implications of this arrange-
ment were limited. After the war, the foundation’s funding was scaled down,
and had to be supplemented with contributions from subscribing schools.
Therefore, its existence also depended to a considerable extent on the enthu-
siasm of its users.**

In the next few paragraphs, I explore the process of classroom film insti-
tutionalisation through practices and ideas related to the Dutch NOF. First,
I briefly outline the foundation’s structure and day-to-day operation. After a
short preamble on its organisation, I focus more closely on some of the pro-
tocols which it developed over time. These procedures primarily concern the
ways in which the institute communicated with its prospective users. As arule,
they show evidence of its attempts to influence educators’ attitudes towards
its activities and products, and by extension, of its efforts to accelerate the
educational institutionalisation of the film medium as such.

Next, I deal with matters of regulation. As I explained earlier, the formula-
tion of conditions for the production and use of teaching film was an impor-
tant part of the distributors’ attempts to demonstrate its legitimacy as an
educational tool, and thereby, of their own efforts in bringing it to schools.
One purpose of the above-mentioned procedures was to ensure an efficient
communication of NOF’s rules and standards. A consideration of NOF’s rou-
tines therefore constitutes a first step towards uncovering how this justifica-
tion process worked. At least as important, however, is an evaluation of the
conditions themselves — my objective in the last section of this chapter.

Fully in line with the tendencies I mentioned before, the rules which NOF
laid down can be divided into two groups. On the one hand, books and bro-
chures edited by the institute contain prescripts as to the content and form
of the film material itself: specifications that are conceived of as benchmarks
for the production and identification of (good) audio-visual tools. On the other
hand, NOF’s publications spell out how the medium should be used. Ultimately,
however, both types of rules can be considered to serve the same basic purpose:
to control the users’ conception of teaching films as such. In fact, all the condi-
tions made highlight the shorts’ inherent specificity. The first do so by stressing
the distinction with other (non-educational) audio-visual texts; the second by
insisting on their functional relatedness to a given pedagogical exchange.

For practical reasons, I derive my argument in what follows from sources
that relate very specifically to the Dutch NOF. I should emphasise however
that the practices and ideas discussed function here as a mere example. Very
often they are illustrative of developments that took place internationally, and
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therefore, they should be read as exemplary (except of course in those cases
when the Dutch situation is characterised explicitly as being exceptional).

At the same time, this section will also reveal some tendencies that are
particular to the institution under scrutiny here. In addition to the above, the
paragraphs that follow are also designed to give a first impression of the sort
of films which NOF supplied. In the course of time, the institute’s collection
expanded considerably, not only quantitatively but also in the textual sense.
Over the years, the films it distributed both addressed an increasingly wide
range of subjects and integrated a greater variety of audio-visual techniques.
I trace this historical development, providing both NOF’s justification and,
where necessary, my own interpretations of its claims.

1.21  NOF: Organisation and Procedures

In early 1940s Holland, the idea of establishing a more or less permanent
structure for the screening of films for schoolchildren was not unprecedent-
ed. About two decades earlier, a number of Dutch towns had introduced so-
called ‘school cinemas’ (schoolbioscopen): municipal film theatres where local
pupils gathered to watch specially compiled programmes (a common occur-
rence also in other European countries). Some of those venues had purely edu-
cational purposes; others were regular cinemas, used during off-peak hours
(Hogenkamp 1985, 43-44; Langelaan 2005, 12).*7 Whichever was the case,
screenings always took place at a central location in town, which required that
pupils left their familiar classrooms. In the eyes of many teachers this was a
reason for concern. First, because relocation necessarily caused undue loss
of time. And second, because children were likely to get restless — a mindset
not conducive to learning from what was shown. In addition to this, such trips
supposedly cleared the way for visits to cinemas of a non-educational kind,
and consequently, the unspeakable conducts they were thought to induce
([Schreuder] 1948, 7; Smeelen 1928, 28-29, 43).°¢

Another objection which educators raised concerned the nature and com-
position of the programmes shown. In most cases, school cinemas screened
compilations: about 9o minutes’ worth of shorts, usually of a broadly infor-
mational kind (Hogenkamp 1985, 43). Because of this, viewings could never
be made to fit with the teachers’ own lessons, or the logic and structure of the
wider curriculum.'® The films themselves, moreover, were often condemned
as unfit for the purposes they served. Produced for a general audience, they
were judged to be too long and too detail-ridden for ‘underdeveloped’ minds.
In addition to this, the bulk of the information they conveyed was considered
irrelevant to young children, and above all, unrelated to what they learnt in
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Interior of the school cinema in The Hague,
ca. 1918. (From the collection of the Municipal
Archives of The Hague)

school. This made for a didactically unacceptable situation, which the des-
ignated film lecturers (well-intentioned, but pedagogically inexperienced)
could not remedy.**°

For most parties, the only solution to the above problems was a system
which involved purpose-produced films that were shown on school grounds.
In the 1920s, this set-up was still unattainable, because it posed insurmount-
able practical problems (among others, the fire hazard associated with 35mm
nitrate film, the rental cost and the lack of technical expertise). By the early
1940s, however, the situation had changed. In those years, what was needed
above all was a feasible, practicable plan and a benevolent government. Inci-
dentally - and ironically - the occupation provided both of these things.**!

ORGANISATION
The Dutch NOF was modelled directly after its German counterpart, the Reich-

sanstalt fir Film und Bild in Wissenschaft und Unterricht (RWU, previously
known as RfdU). In the first half of this chapter, I explained that the latter was

WATCH AND LEARN



a shining example for visual instructionists elsewhere. For most admirers,
RWU’s main asset was its professional organisation: supply and demand were
attuned through a tight network of national, regional and local offices. Most of
its proponents recognised that such a system was sustainable only with back-
up from the state. One of them was A. A. Schoevers, NOF’s founding director."
Yet unlike his fellow enthusiasts abroad, the Dutchman actually managed to
establish a similar institution at home. Taking advantage of the circumstanc-
es of the war, he got in touch with administrators of RWU, making them lobby
for support with representatives of the occupying force (Hogenkamp 1997).

During the war years, NOF operated as a dependency of the Ministry of
Education, Arts and Science. Until the mid-1940s, it was entirely government-
funded. In addition to this, it had a de facto monopoly: it was the only body
schools were allowed to rent films from.*3 Later on, the market was liberated,
which meant that other providers could enter the business as well. Even so,
the institute still had a considerable advantage. First, it continued to receive
some money from the state. However little this was, it entailed that the founda-
tion could operate on a larger scale than its rivals. And second, its semi-official
status seems to have endowed it with a certain amount of credibility. If the sale
of lantern slides and filmstrips for education was a more or less competitive
business at the time, film rental was not, because most relevant publications
referred their readers to one and the same address.**4

Structure
As far as distribution is concerned, NOF can be seen as a perfect scale model
of its German counterpart. Like RWU, the institute was a layered organisa-
tion. At the top of its hierarchy stood a head office, which collected data on
the types of film and amounts of copies and equipment required. Next, there
were a number of so-called ‘Provincial Offices’ (Provinciale Centrales). Each of
those administered the transport of materials for a given district (a section
of the Dutch territory) and passed on its needs to the NOF headquarters. The
actual dispatch of films was done by Local Offices (Locale Centrales) which
were manned by unpaid volunteers, usually teachers.**s Each of these local
branches in turn catered to up to six schools, which were located in each oth-
er’s vicinity. This way, institutions that did not yet own projectors could also
share hardware provided by NOF.'*¢

With respect to production and acquisition, the institute was actually
more self-sufficient than its German example. In an effort to distance itself
from the practices of the school cinemas of previous decades, NOF proclaimed
that the making of classroom films should never be left to commercial enter-
prise. If the objective of production was profit-making, it argued, the interests
at stake could not be purely didactic. The institute therefore decreed that all
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films, whichever educational level they were intended for, should be made
in-house.**7 It held this position until the early 1950s, when it first began to
openly acquire items that had been produced elsewhere (in the early fifties,
it acquired titles released by foreign educational providers; later it accepted
materials from non-specialised companies as well).

The actual production of teaching films was handled by two different
departments. In the first decade of NOF, the head office had a three-part struc-
ture, consisting of a Distribution Section (Dienst Organisatie, later called Dis-
tributieafdeling), an Educational Section (Onderwijsafdeling) and a Technical
Service (Technische Dienst, later also known as Opnamedienst, Recording Sec-
tion)."® The tasks of those working in the Distribution Section were primarily
of a logistic nature. Closely cooperating with the Provincial Offices, they kept
track of the needs of the various districts, solved practical problems relating
to transport and circulation and set strategies for the films’ introduction into
schools. The making of the films themselves was the shared duty of the Educa-
tional Section and the Technical Service. In the early years in particular, each
had its own, well-delineated responsibilities. While staff in the first depart-
ment determined the films’ topics and wrote scripts, those in the second did
everything practical: shooting and editing, but also producing the prints that
were sent out. The Educational Section, in other words, was the site of all deci-
sions pertaining to the films’ content and form; the task of the Technical Ser-
vice was to realise the former’s ideas.**

Employees
The above divide in NOF’s production activities had a direct consequence for
its choice of employees. The Educational Section, on the one hand, was staffed
with people with pedagogical backgrounds: teachers and various ‘contacts’ of
the inspectors of schools. The Recording Section, on the other, was populated
with technicians: men with experience in film-making, or if not, a strong inter-
estin the matter.° The heads of department as well were recruited from these
seemingly unrelated fields. The manager of the Educational Section (some-
times also called ‘pedagogical leader’) was required to have good knowledge
of, and experience with, the organisation of the Dutch teaching world; the first
man appointed to the job had been recommended by the then Secretary Gen-
eral of the Ministry.*>* The head of the Technical Service, on the contrary, was
expected primarily to be “fully informed [...] of film making and everything
that relates to it”. The first person who took on this function was a well-known
small gauge amateur.'*

By entrusting different tasks to people with different backgrounds, NOF
implicitly attached value judgements to the respective activities which they
carried out. The institute’s official viewpoint was that classroom films were
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NOF’s central film depot in The Hague, early
1960s. (From the collection of Nationaal
Onderwijsmuseum, Rotterdam)

intended above all to teach children something; the success of its productions
therefore depended primarily on their suitability as didactic tools. How pol-
ished or artistic they looked was a matter of lesser significance (an argument
that was sometimes also used to justify the films’ slightly ‘boring’ mien). The
pedagogues’ contribution to the production process, therefore, had a greater
weight than that of the technical staff.'>3 Arguably, NOF’s attitude in the mat-
ter, which it also communicated to the outside world, should be seen as an
attempt to assure teachers of the didactic fitness of the material it rented out.
Apparently, the institute tried to please its users by placing the main responsi-
bility for the making of classroom films in the hands of those who were, theo-
retically at least, in the best position to know their concerns.'>

In the early 1950s, NOF also became subject to a different type of divide,
this time of a confessional nature. In the period the institute was set up, socio-
cultural life in the Netherlands was organised along denominational lines
(as a result of the so-called verzuiling, literally ‘pillarisation’). In practice, this
meant that Protestants, Catholics and ‘others’ all had their own institutions
- not only political parties and trade unions, but also schools and universi-
ties, newspapers and radio stations (e.g. Hellemans 1993, 125, 142). Although
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NOF was a neutral institution at first (i.e. one supervised only by the state),
this situation simply could not last. In the late 1940s, the foundation’s board
of governors was remodelled so as to include representatives of the three lob-
bies; in 1952, it was split up altogether.*?s For the users, the changes were min-
imal. Internally, however, processes became more complex. From that time
onwards, all the institute’s activities were subject to the consent of three par-
ties. Whenever a representative of one of those disapproved of a production
plan, a compromise had to be found.**

PROCEDURES

Schools that subscribed to NOF’s services (mostly institutes of primary educa-
tion, catering to children between six and twelve) were required to pay a fixed
sum, based on the number of pupils attending.’*” Subsequently, they could
borrow films on a weekly basis. Institutions that also made use of the foun-
dation’s projectors had to adapt to the rotation schedules that applied. Upon
subscription, member schools received publications that informed them of
the contents of the collection: issues of NOF’s newsletter (Mededelingen van de
Nederlandse Onderwijs Film), which discussed recent and forthcoming titles,
and later also more extensive catalogues. In addition to this, they were sent
copies of teachers’ notes for new or soon-to-be released films. In combination,
these writings could help them choose the items that were most suited to their
specific didactic needs."*

Permits and Courses

Although payment of the subscription dues entitled member schools to make
use of NOF’s services, the actual hiring of material was conditional upon proof
of their staff members’ familiarity with the institute’s basic principles. Teach-
ers who wished to show films needed a user permit (gebruiksvergunning). This
document served as evidence of both their projection skills and their knowl-
edge of, and compliance with, the foundation’s didactic rules. It could only be
obtained upon successful completion of a number of test lessons. The latter in
turn were considered to demonstrate a candidate’s acquaintance with NOF’s
principle guidelines and his/her ability to put those into practice. The amount
of prints a school could hire per week stood in direct relation to the number of
competent teachers it employed.**

One way in which educators could prepare for the necessary qualifications
was by following a course. Over the years, NOF organised a variety of those,
some for experienced teachers, others for trainees in colleges. At first, follow-
ing one was compulsory: a necessity for those who wished to obtain a user per-
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mit. Later on, as the number of subscriptions increased, attendance could no
longer be enforced. In addition to this, the content of the courses changed.
From the 1950s onwards, they dealt more and more often with aspects of mov-
ing image production and signification - the sorts of topics that collectively
became known at the time as ‘film education’.*s°

Dissemination of Information
If the institute required such dedication from its subscribers, it had to make
sure that they were thoroughly informed of the ideas which it upheld. Dis-
semination was the task of the institute’s consultants, who visited schools
to give user advice (Ottenheim 1991, 44). In addition to this, NOF also edited
books and brochures. In the early years, when the resources were still scarce,
the foundation’s newsletters constituted the main channel of information. In
addition to descriptions of the latest productions, they featured more lengthy
articles, often concerning the appropriate use of teaching films. In 1943, the
first official manual was published: Het paedagogisch en didaktisch gebruik van
de film bij het lager onderwijs: Leidraad voor kwekelingen (The Pedagogical and
Didactic Use of Film in Primary Education: Guidelines for Trainee Teachers). In
this book, deputy director C. Schreuder gives an overview of the classroom
film’s most characteristic features and spells out how it should be used.*3* Lat-
eron,in 1951, another handbook was brought out, this time by primary school
headmaster J. J. van der Meulen, a more distant relation of the institute.3>
These newsletters, instruction booklets and manuals often have a highly
patronising tone. Although their authors do seem to value the readers’ peda-
gogical experience in principle, this does not prevent them from stating what
are clearly didactic self-evidences. Above all, they show very little faith in the
teachers’ ability to apply and adapt what they already know. In addition to this,
the advice they give is often phrased in a rather commanding way. The sec-
ond tendency in particular suggests that NOF hoped that the publications it
edited, much like its permits and courses, might help control the classroom
conduct of its users. Sources suggest that this strategy was used more widely,
especially in institutions that were centrally organised (such as the German
RfdU/RWU) (compare Keitz 20052, 471-77).

Acquisition of Information

However, NOF’s writings are not unequivocally imperative. From time to time,
the institute also inquired into the teachers’ own wishes and demands, for
instance, by means of surveys. In most cases, the questions asked concerned
the respondents’ user habits (for example, which age groups they showed the
films), the merits of the medium (its perceived educational value, especially
in comparison with other tools) and potential areas of criticism (such as, how
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the contents of instruction booklets might be improved). In addition to this,
the institute also conducted tests. In most cases, these were classroom experi-
ments designed to optimise the quality of the products which it supplied. *33

At first sight, both forms of information gathering seem to indicate a gen-
uine and selfless curiosity about the reception of the institute’s teaching films
by the professionals it addressed. On a more profound level, however, the
situation is more complex. Evidently, NOF’s inquiries were inspired also by its
own interests. The foundation’s activities, indeed, were made possible in part
by the contributions of subscribers; therefore, it was imperative that the latter
were at least given the impression that their voices were heard. Meanwhile, it
is not always clear which lessons the institute learnt from the data it collected,
or how it implemented its findings. As time went by, NOF’s representatives
even began to admit that the results of the research they carried out were lim-
ited, and that many decisions were actually taken on a trial-and-error basis."34
In addition to this, the information they obtained tended to be of a highly
instrumental nature: it was aimed primarily at providing a more successful
product, so as to boost the foundation’s membership.

A second observation that should be made is that NOF had a rather con-
servative take on what constituted a film’s didactic effectiveness. This attitude
contrasts sharply with the image of pedagogical progressivism which it cul-
tivated as well. Like producers elsewhere, the institute insisted that the use
of teaching films tied in seamlessly with the most up-to-date insights of edu-
cational science, and more in particular, reformist ideas on the functions of
the senses and the different kinds of knowledge which they can help obtain
(e.g.[Schreuder] 1948, 3). However, while the foundation clearly exploited the
film medium’s reputation as a modern teaching tool, its own programme of
data collection was rather traditionalist. For instance, when testing a class’s
response to a new title, surveyors tended to concentrate on the amounts of
factual information children had memorised. By the same token, NOF was
only satisfied with the outcomes of its research if these indicated that pupils
were able to reproduce sufficiently large numbers of verifiable facts. NOF’s
preference for this type of research, incidentally, was shared by similar institu-
tions elsewhere (see, for instance, Saettler 1990, 26, 44, 223, which covers the
situation in the US)."35 Again, the inference can be made that it did so to win
over the teachers it addressed - people who, presumably, were less sensitive
to progressivist ideals than the early proponents of the teaching film or the
instigators of educational policies.*3*
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1.2.2  NOF: Rules and Regulations

In what precedes, I have explained that the school cinema system of the twen-
ties and thirties was heavily criticised by teachers and educational scientists.
From its inception, NOF capitalised on this controversy and insisted that its
own product provided solutions to the problems that had risen at the time.
One of the institute’s main selling points was that the films it distributed were
made to fit ‘naturally’ into the course of everyday classroom proceedings. Pro-
duced with an audience of pupils in mind, they supposedly contained only
relevant information, and used formats that were adapted to the children’s
(limited) cognitive abilities. In order to convey this message to its users, NOF
drew up lists of benchmarks: criteria that helped readers make the distinction
between good teaching films and items that were considered unfit for use in
schools.

At the same time, the institute emphasised that the quality of the material
it provided could not be dissociated from the conditions of its use. No mat-
ter how well a film was made, a teacher’s mistakes could easily annihilate its
dormant value. In order to avoid this, users had to be given plenty of advice.
In the forties in particular, the recommendations made were very specific:
guidelines concerned not only the basic principles of teaching with film but
also the precise place, timing and frequency of screenings and accompany-
ing activities. Like the textual properties mentioned above, they were normally
communicated via the pages of instruction booklets and user guides.

In what follows, I deal with both types of rules successively: first the bench-
marks, then the user advice. The sources I scrutinise here always served a
double purpose: they were meant not only to inform readers, but also to legiti-
mise NOF’s activities. Therefore, the statements they make should be seen
as a record of the self image the institute wished to promote rather than as a
reliable source on what it actually did. More specifically, there seems to be a
discrepancy between the production ideals the foundation advocated and the
sorts of films it brought out. Whenever this divergence is particularly acute, I
point it out in my overview. Doing so will help me sketch a rough first picture
of the textual range of the material which the institute supplied.

BENCHMARKS
As a rule, NOF publications discriminate between rules pertaining to the

choice of film topics, and the way in which content is presented (formal
requirements). In what follows, I use this distinction as an organisational
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guide. In addition to this, I structure my account chronologically. This way I
can demonstrate how NOF’s policies, but also its output, evolved in the course
of time.

Film Topics
In the early decades of last century, film’s main asset to education was con-
sidered to be its capacity to ‘liven up’ the teacher’s words: the fact that it gave
pupils the chance to catch a glimpse of the (real) world that lay beyond his or
her argument. Several decades later, NOF still held this view. A 1955 issue of
its newsletter claimed “that there is no better means [than film] to broaden
the pupils’ field of vision and to open up the windows of the classroom, figura-
tively speaking, to the diverse richness of life that unfolds outside the school
walls”.37

Like colleagues elsewhere, the institute’s representatives argued that the
medium should serve above all as an instrument of visualisation. More specifi-
cally, it had to allow children to see things they did not know from their own
experience, such as faraway sights or phenomena invisible to the naked eye.
Films, in other words, should act as aids to the children’s imagination. This
way, lesson topics that otherwise remained abstract could be brought to life.*s

Facts and Figures
An immediate consequence of this view was that the medium was associ-
ated with a rather specific range of lesson topics. In previous decades, visual
instructionists had argued that film was particularly useful as an aid to what
was commonly called ‘object teaching’: courses, in other words, that involved
the study of facts and figures (for instance, geography, economy or biology)
rather than the acquisition of practical or logical skills (such as language or
mathematics). Leidraad voor kwekelingen, NOF’s official manual, endorses
this standpoint. Classroom films, it says, should devote themselves to describ-
ing the various parts of the earth in relation to their respective “natural and
artistic products” ([Schreuder] 1948, 22).%3° The titles of films that came out in
the institute’s first few years - for example, Giethoorn *, Veluwe I and De Kieviet
(The Lapwing) in 1942; Bloembollenteelt (Bulb Cultivation), Kaas * (Cheese) and
Glas (Glass) in or around 1943 - suggest that this principle also functioned as
a guideline for production.'+

However, NOF was not quite as strict in its subject policy as some of the
film proponents of earlier years. For instance, the institute thought that mov-
ing images could also serve the purpose of language education. While not a
suitable means for the teaching of rules (the principles of spelling, grammar
or style), film was considered to help stimulate verbal expression, both writ-
ten and spoken. Leidraad voor kwekelingen argues that the medium’s main
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value for language instruction lies in the fact that it encourages pupils to for-
mulate thoughts and ideas. Because they are confronted with purely visual
representations, children are forced to relate actions and events in their own
words rather than to simply repeat what they have already heard ([Schreuder]
1948, 23-24). The first such films, often relating purely fictional events, were
released in 1947.

In spite of this, NOF maintained that some topics could not benefit from
cinematic treatment at all. Arithmetic, for instance, did not make good sub-
jectmatter for teaching films. Nor did physics, unless perhaps to demonstrate
how science could help solve real-life problems ([Schreuder] 1948, 25). In the
first decade of the institute, therefore, few such titles were released. Other cur-
riculum areas in contrast did provide filmable ingredients, but the production
of relevant titles was not yet considered feasible. History teaching, for exam-
ple, definitely required the activation of the children’s imagination, and there-
fore was considered a good subject. However, the making of pictures set in the
past, involving large quantities of actors, locations and props, was deemed too
expensive for quite some time (26).

Civics

By the early 1950s, NOF’s topical range had extended considerably. Although
biology and geography titles still formed the bulk of what was brought out, cat-
alogues and annual reports show that apart from mathematics, nearly all cur-
riculum subjects were dealt with in the films that were released (e.g. Stichting
Nederlandse Onderwijs Film 1953 and 1959). Around that time, the institute’s
own pronouncements on the matter also became less restrictive. Newsletter
articles and specialised monographs now focused on the medium’s potential
with respect to the various subject areas much rather than on what could or
should not be done. Overall, the foundation’s production policy became more
liberal.

One cluster of subjects that were introduced at the time were those which
the institute collectively designated (in Dutch) as civics. Films within this cat-
egory were meant to provide “a formative insight[...] into the social, economic
and cultural structure of society”.4* Their topics ranged from national and
international political organisation (Verkiezingen voor de Tweede Kamer, 1957,
Elections for the Lower House) to safety and personal hygiene (Veilig fietsen,
[ca. 1955], Safe Cycling; Onze tanden, [ca. 1956], Our Teeth). The films showed
scenes of responsible social conduct, and aimed to influence the audience’s
behaviour accordingly.+

When compared to similar institutions elsewhere, NOF was rather slow
in releasing titles of this kind. Prior to 1950, the social and ethical aspects of
education were dealt with in films, but usually as part of texts that were meant
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to function as aids to the teaching of more traditional lesson subjects, such
as the Dutch language. For instance, items intended for speaking or writing
practice (Helpers in nood, [ca. 1948], Helpers in Times of Emergency) or econom-
ic geography classes (Vuilnis van een grote stad, 1943, Garbage from a Big City)
often carry a moral lesson.'# However, none of these films openly lecture chil-
dren on how they should behave or which role they should fulfil within society
at large. At the time, titles that did so were quite common abroad. In the US,
for instance, ‘social guidance’ or ‘mental hygiene’ films had become hugely
popular immediately after the Second World War (Smith 1999, 14).'4 Dutch
schools, in contrast, did not yet have access to audio-visual aids of this kind.

Most likely, this fact is a result of the way in which the Dutch society was
organised rather than of alack of interest in such topics in pedagogical circles.
In the decades prior to the establishment of the institute, the role of schools
in the teaching of social values had become widely recognised. In the Nether-
lands, however, this task was considered to belong strictly to the domain of the
so-called ‘pillars’ - the three denominational factions into which society had
effectively been split up. By the same token, the only organisations that were
entrusted with the treatment of value-laden subjects were those with a clear
confessional slant.'#> NOF, at first, positioned itself outside of this divide - as
opposed to the schools it catered to. Because of this, it had less authority when
it came to moral issues. Taking this fact into account, it probably thought it
safer to steer away from matters concerning the children’s upbringing.*4® Lat-
er on, when the institute had been ‘pillarised’, the production of civics titles
was still subject to much internal debate. In the end, however, a compromise
between the parties’ representatives could always be found.'#

Ambitious Subjects
Around the same time, NOF had also become a lot more open to the possi-
bility of distributing films that were made elsewhere. In the early years, the
institute’s staff had judged material from foreign producers rather harshly,
usually for the supposedly inferior educational principles on which they were
based.*#® In accordance with this verdict, it had barely distributed such films
at all. By the first half of the 1950s this situation changed, and NOF began to
acquire at least as many films as it produced. In addition to this, the institute
also became an active affiliate of the International Council for Educational
Films (ICEF), a European-funded organisation which encouraged cooperation
and exchange between member states (Ottenheim 1991, 38-39). In the insti-
tute’s publications, objections to non-home-made materials were no longer
raised.#

An immediate consequence of this development was that from then on,
NOF could also distribute materials which it was unable to produce, wheth-
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er for financial reasons or through lack of expertise. This was relevant, for
instance, in the case of astronomy films. Very often, such titles contained a
good deal ofanimated sequences,whichwere both expensive and cumbersome
to make. If the institute could manage the simple effects of its own regional
and economic geography films, it could not yet handle those necessary for the
representation of planetary movements.'s° Therefore, titles like Sterren en ster-
rensystemen (1962, Stars and Stellar Systems) had to be purchased abroad (in
this case, in Germany).'>* Another category of films that were acquired from
elsewhere were those intended for foreign language teaching. Items of this
type entered the collection from the late 1950s onwards (a few years after the
institute had released its first films with sound). An early example of this is the
British-made series La famille Martin (The Martin Family).'s*

International collaboration not only encouraged the exchange of prints,
it also allowed audio-visual producers worldwide to make more ‘high-profile’
films.*s3 ICEF set up joint production programmes, which usually resulted in
the release of series on specific themes. For NOF, this created an opportunity
for the production of titles with a historical slant. Films such as Antoni van
Leeuwenhoek * (1959, part of the series History of Science) or Erasmus, stem van
de rede (1961, Erasmus, the Voice of Reason, a contribution to a sequence on
Great Europeans) could not have been made without the Council’s support
(Ottenheim 1991, 38-39).15+

Film Education

In the first decade of its existence, NOF placed great emphasis on the neces-
sity of a close connection between film subjects and the teaching programme.
Like the school cinema opponents of previous decades, the institute insisted
that what pupils were shown should seamlessly tie in with what they normally
learnt in class ([Schreuder] 1948, 3, 13).%55 This position first came under seri-
ous review in the early 1950s, when Jan Marie L. Peters took charge of the insti-
tute.

In Peters’ view, the films’ relation to the curriculum did matter, but should
not be the film-makers’ primary concern. In his 1954 publication Visueel
onderwijs: Over de grondslagen van het gebruik van de film en de filmstrip in het
onderwijs (Visual Education: On the Foundations of the Use of Film and Filmstrip
in Teaching), he writes:

In our opinion, it is [...] more important to consider the way in which a
child takes in and digests subject matter than to make sure that the films
and strips on offer are in keeping with what the curriculum prescribes.
One of the main requirements for a systematic application of visual aids
is to familiarise the pupils with the tools themselves. (Peters 1955, 46)'5
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Unlike his predecessors Peters was not primarily a pedagogue, but a media
scholar. A few years prior to his appointment as director of the institute, he
had obtained a doctoral degree in film studies - the first in this field in the
Netherlands.*s” In his dissertation, Peters takes a semiotic stance: he argues
that visual images should be conceived of as signs, which, just like words, are
part of a language (in the linguistic/psychological sense of the term). Films,
therefore, make use of conventions: rules that help viewers figure out what is
meant. Although these rules may be easier to understand than those of verbal
language, no one is able to decipher them at first sight. Film viewing, in other
words, is a skill that should be taught - to the public in general, but to young
viewers in particular (Peters 1950; compare also Peters 1954, 169-70, 178-79).

Like many cultural critics at the time (both at home and abroad), the NOF
director was convinced that moving images appeal to the senses more directly
than verbal discourse, and that they therefore involve the danger of bypassing
the intellect. Unlike some of his contemporaries, however, Peters denied that
watching film is necessarily a passive process (Peters 1955, 7, 23-24, 26, 53).'%
Kohnstamm, the influential pedagogue who was also one of Peters’ predeces-
sors at the institute, had argued earlier that an overload of sensory stimula-
tion could fixate young viewers in what he called a ‘primitive’ cognitive stage.
Films that targeted an audience of children therefore had to be short, have a
logical structure, and contain a single strand of thought. Only in this way, he
thought, could those viewers be expected to move on from mere perception
to thorough, analytical thinking.*? For Peters, in contrast, such arguments no
longer made sense. In his opinion, modern man had simply been overtaken
by the new medium and never learnt properly how films should be ‘read’. The
task of visual education was to put this situation right (Peters 1955, 54).

According to the author, there were two ways in which this could be done.
On the one hand, spectators had to be taught the meanings and functions of
moving images through the study of sample films. In this process, complexity
should not be shunned, although working in ‘stages’ was definitely advisable.
On the other hand, education had to instil into the public the virtue of dis-
cernment: a readiness to judge moving images in a critical way. Eventually, the
director of NOF argued, the development of a sound judgement in the audi-
ence would help advance the state of film culture itself (Peters 1954, 179-82,
and 1955, 24-26, 54).

Peters, in other words, was the first person at the institute who openly
declared himself in favour of so-called ‘film education’. While earlier spokes-
men had argued that in a school context, the medium could be no more than
a tool (a means to pass on predetermined lesson content), he was convinced
that it should be a subject of teaching as well. In a wider cultural circle, Peters’
ideas had quite some supporters. Since the second half of the 1930s, organisa-
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tions had been set up that disseminated the same message; first Catholic asso-
ciations, later also Protestant ones.*® The idea behind such initiatives was
that the over-consumption of entertainment films and the moral decline this
was considered to cause could only be counteracted if people were directed
towards better alternatives. Since films of this kind generally required more
mental exertion, the appetite for them had to be stimulated in an active way.
One channel for doing this was formal education.***

Of course, if teachers were expected to instruct children on how film
should be viewed, they first had to possess the relevant skills themselves. In
many cases, however, adults did not have contact with the medium quite as
intensively as the pupils whom they cared for; as a result, they still approached
it with a good deal of scepticism. In order to make up for this, the various
organisations that promoted film education also organised conferences and
offered training and workshops for teaching personnel.’® In the late 1950s
NOF joined their ranks. In its newsletter, it published a series of articles on
moving image analysis and reviews of books on film history and art. Around
that time, it also set up its first course on film education in schools.*®3

Although his policy was not supported by all NOF’s employees, Peters did
set in motion an evolution that could not be reversed. After his resignation in
1956, film education remained an important area of focus.'** One symptom
of this development was that the collection was supplemented with relevant
titles. In the late 1950s the institute made a start with the distribution of items
that documented the film production process (Hoe ontstaat een filmscene,
[1956], The Genesis of a Film Scene; Filmmontage, 1959, Film Editing) or dealt
with aspects of cinematic style (Variaties op een filmthema, 1959, Variations on
a Film Theme). In addition to this, it increasingly began to acquire well-known
Dutch documentaries. Titles such as Theo van Haren Noman'’s Een leger van
gehouwen steen (An Army of Hewn Stone), Bert Haanstra’s En de zee was niet meer
(And There Was No More Sea) and Rembrandt, schilder van de mens (Rembrandt,
Painter of Man, all re-released by NOF in 1958) were meant to serve a double
didactic purpose. On the one hand, teachers were expected to use them as
part of the regular lesson programme (in the above cases: history, geography
and art history classes, respectively). On the other hand, they were encouraged
to draw the pupils’ attention to the films’ formal characteristics, in order to
familiarise them with the medium as a means of ‘creative expression’.'¢s

Formal Requirements

Above I pointed out that in the years prior to Peters’ directorship, NOF dem-
onstrated a strong preoccupation with its target audience’s mental capacities,
and in particular, the pupils’ limitations with respect to the processing of visual
stimuli. One of the main objections to school cinemas had been that the films
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they screened were ill-adapted to the children’s levels of cognitive development.
According to the system’s opponents, the titles programmed far exceeded the
audience’s understanding (e.g. Smeelen 1928, 43). In its early publications, NOF
blamed this, among others, on the fact that the material shown ignored a funda-
mental didactic principle: that of structural logic and transparency.

Film Structure

Like visual instructionists elsewhere, the institute’s representatives took the
position that films could only serve educational purposes if they were built up
in sufficiently logical ways. Schreuder explains: “The classroom film should
provide a unified entity, a series of actions, conducts or movements which
lead to a particular aim or result; everything should be designed so as to make
the connection between the parts and the whole as clear as possible” (1948,
9).'% The reason he gives is that young children are not yet capable of relat-
ing visually disconnected bits of information, even if these are accompanied
by spoken commentaries (14). In the institute’s view, this fact was due to the
pupils’ lack of cognitive maturity.**”

In order to help viewers comprehend how facts and events relate to one
another, films had to be constructed as clear causal chains. In addition to this,
they had to be stripped of all ‘unnecessary’ particulars. Producers, in other
words, had to be selective: instead of representing reality in its entirety, they
had to concentrate on its most important components. The rationale behind
this was that an abundance of details would confuse the spectators and turn
the film into an instrument of distraction rather than a means of direction.®
Making a good teaching film, Leidraad voor kwekelingen argues, entails that

everything is aimed at strongly focusing the pupil’s attention on a spe-
cific subject and at keeping all inessentials in the background or even
cutting them off. Only in this way [...] is [it] possible to force the pupils’
mental activity entirely in the desired direction and to arouse a healthy
interest [...]. ((Schreuder] 1948, 13)*%

NOF’s requirement that films should always focus the pupils’ attention on
essential objects and processes also applied to the composition of individual
shots. In his 1951 manual Film en lichtbeeld bij het onderwijs: Een practisch-
didactische handleiding (Films and Slides in Education: A Practical-Didactic
Guide), author van der Meulen elaborates on Schreuder’s rules. In the bench-
mark section of his book, he warns that the frame of a classroom film should
never contain unnecessary movement. The camera should approach its sub-
ject as closely as possible and exclude anything that is not strictly relevant to
an understanding of how it functions (Meulen [1951], 34).
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Another point which film-makers had to bear in mind when determining a
short’s construction was the pupils’ (limited) powers of concentration. Like
foreign sister institutions, NOF insisted that films should never last too long:
ten to fifteen minutes maximum ([Schreuder] 1948, 9). In addition to this, the
events shown should proceed at a sufficiently quiet pace. In the institute’s
view, it was imperative that shots and sequences did not follow each other too
quickly, so that spectators could be prevented from getting tired and could let
the argument sink in. For the same reason, events or processes that were cen-
tral to the film’s development had to be repeated visually. Van der Meulen’s
creed that revision is the best teacher thus also applied to the organisation of
the films themselves ([1951], 34).17°

Global Films

Despite the fact that it strongly emphasised such organisational character-
istics as focus and selectivity, NOF insisted that the phenomena dealt with
should never be shown in isolation. Teaching films had to leave out anything
that was not strictly relevant to their central arguments; at the same time, the
events they pictured should not be disconnected from the particular situa-
tions and physical environments of which they normally formed part (e.g.
[Schreuder] 1948, 22). In justifying its attitude, the institute drew on the ideas
of the Belgian pedagogue Ovide Decroly.

Popular among educational progressivists of the 1930s and 1940s, Decro-
ly was known primarily for his views on human perception. According to his
writings, people perceive reality in three consecutive steps. First, they enter a
so-called ‘global’ phase, in which they take situations in as entities. Then they
pass through a stage of ‘de-globalisation’, in which they perceive things more
analytically. And finally, they reach a level of synthesis, which means that they
recombine separate elements into a single conceptual whole. In Decroly’s
view, these phases not only characterise the perception process as such, but
also mark successive steps in the development of the human intellect. Young
children, in other words, can easily perceive things globally, but have a hard
time distinguishing their constitutive parts. Therefore, teaching matter has
to be presented to them in larger wholes - not as divided into separate units
(Aarts 1948, 251; Depaepe, Simon and Gorp 2003, 224)."7* NOF reasoned that
the same also applied to the means with which school subjects were taught.
Referring to Decroly’s educational premise, the institute claimed to produce
so-called ‘global’ films (globale films): titles that did not present phenomena
and processes in isolation, but only as part of, and in relation to, the larger
structures of which they were part (Meulen [1951], 49-50).

Another argument in favour of presenting reality ‘globally’ was that chil-
dren were considered to only be able to acquire knowledge if it somehow
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related to what they already knew. All of the institute’s writings stress the
importance of so-called uitgangservaring: the life experience a child builds up
on a day-to-day basis. This knowledge was considered to constitute a pupil’s
so-called ‘apperceptive structures’ (apperceptieve structuren): the cognitive
foundations on which novel insights are based.’”> One way in which films
could make use of these structures, NOF’s proponents argued, was by high-
lighting the relevance of the matter dealt with to the spectators’ own lives
([Schreuder] 1948, 22-23).

In bringing this principle into practice, the institute drew once again on
a concept devised by Decroly. Aside from his ideas on sensory perception, the
pedagogue was also known for the teaching method based on his notion of
‘spheres of interest’ (Centres d’Intérét). Taking his departure from the premise
that lesson topics should not be taught as unrelated units, Decroly proposed
to organise subject matter around the children’s primary needs; for instance,
nourishment, protection or solidarity (Depaepe, Simon and Gorp 2003, 224).
In the first few years of its existence, NOF based its production programme on
this idea. Titles were brought out in series, all linked to a specific geographical
area. Each sequence consisted of a so-called ‘foundation film’ (basisfilm) and
a number of related items. While the foundation film documented the physi-
cal characteristics of the chosen region, the other parts of the series focused
on activities, supposedly characteristic of the area under scrutiny, which were
considered to fulfil one or more of the viewers’ basic needs (for example, the
production of a particular food or tool) (Hogenkamp 1997, 66; Ottenheim
1991, 16). Although the institute abandoned this procedure quite early on, it
continued to emphasise the relevance of the scenes depicted to the lives of
pupils in later years (compare Peters 1955, 31, 41-44).'73

Film as Experience

While the concept of globality itself remained an important inspiration for
NOF, it soon ceased to function as the only valid principle for production.
Peters’ work endorses the standpoint that the film medium is particularly
suited to the task of establishing links between distinct areas of knowledge.
At the same time, he opposes the idea that all classroom films should be made
with this purpose in mind. In the author’s view, there is room in NOF’s output
for other items than the so-called ‘global’ films. The latter, he argues, are use-
ful in particular as introductory tools. In some cases, however, a teacher needs
a different kind of aid. He or she may prefer to first explain a point, and sub-
sequently show a film, either for the purpose of illustration, or in summary of
what has already been said. Alternatively, he/she may want to use the medium
as a means of instruction, to teach the pupils a number of very specific skills.
In all of these cases, items that concentrate on a given process or action are
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more useful than those which represent a situation in its entirety (Peters 1955,
39-40).

In addition to this, NOF representatives of the 1950s and 1960s valued
the principle of globality for different reasons than the spokespeople of
earlier years. Right from the start, the institute’s writings had stressed that
teaching films should provide their audiences with ‘second-hand’ or ‘vicari-
ous’ experiences. In NOF’s view, the titles that were screened had to allow
their viewers to mentally relive what was shown. In order for this to happen,
the processes dealt with had to be depicted in sufficiently verisimilar ways.'74
From the 1950s onwards, this argument gained in prominence. For Peters,
it was even the main argument for exploiting the film medium’s aptness for
representing things in relation to the larger world of which they were part
(Peters 1955, 36).

Earlier on I explained that the NOF director was less inclined than his pre-
decessors to justify production benchmarks on the basis of biological argu-
ments. In his view, what children could learn from watching films depended
not so much on their respective stages of cognitive development or the life
experience they had built up, but rather on whether or not they had learnt
to accurately decipher various cinematographic codes. The institute’s claim
that films should always be tailored to the children’s ‘apperceptive structures’
therefore did not appeal to him at all. In fact, Peters reasoned the other way
round. For him, the purpose of treating reality globally was not to tie in with
what children were already familiar with, but rather to widen their horizons
by providing experiences they had not had before (Peters 1955, 36). His col-
leagues and successors continued to pursue this policy line.

Practical Considerations

No matter how ardently the institute defended them, NOF’s representational
principles did not always correspond to the reality of film production. In prac-
tice, it seems, the standards which the Educational Section set were not all
that easy to match.'7> A telling example is the requirement of structural logic
and simplicity. In the institute’s view, the order of shots and sequences should
never detract from the objects or processes under scrutiny, and be aimed
entirely at revealing the connections between their constitutive parts. On the
surface, NOF films often seem simple enough, especially the early ones. They
are made up of long takes, shot from a restricted number of angles, and edited
in strictly chronological ways. However, this does not always result in structur-
al transparency. For instance, films that depict production processes (such as
the aforementioned Glas) often do not unveil the connections between opera-
tions or manipulations, even if the order of shots and sequences is determined
by their real-life temporal succession. Likewise, items documenting the life
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cycles of species, which also tend to follow a chronological order (De kieviet),
rarely clarify what motivates their subjects in the behaviours shown.

In addition to this, producers sometimes had to choose between conflict-
ing sets of rules. NOF’s requirement of structural transparency, I explained,
coincided with a demand for the elimination of unnecessary details. Even
regardless of the practical difficulties this entailed (for after all, there are limits
to how selective a photographic representation can be), it must have confront-
ed film-makers with a dilemma. If they prioritised visual logic and simplicity,
they threatened to lose contextual information; however, if they lived up to
the condition of globality, then they ran the risk of confusing or distracting
the minds of their addressees. A similar problem may also have posed itself in
relation to the requirement of motion. NOF user manuals throughout the dec-
ades insist that the great advantage of film over still images —wall charts, glass
slides or filmstrips - is that it can reproduce movement. A consequence of this
is that the medium can only reach its maximum didactic potential if this char-
acteristic is fully exploited (Meulen [1951], 27-28). In practice, however, it may
often have been difficult to represent motion in an orderly and logical way.

Consequently, films produced by NOF’s own staff often look like the result
of a compromise, especially in the early years. For instance, titles that concen-
trate on the actions or behaviours of a single species (De kapmeeuw, 1947, The
Black-headed Gull) tend to combine lengthy sequences of close shots of the
creatures under scrutiny with a few distance shots representing their physi-
cal surroundings or habitat. In most cases, however, there is little or no visual
integration between the two. Also, in order to overcome the difficulties associ-
ated with the depiction of movement, film-makers often took their recourse
to some form of manipulation (for instance, the speeding up or slowing down
of live-action images) or graphic re-representation. The latter, however, were
options which the institute fundamentally opposed (for reasons that I explain
later). Therefore, they may be taken as signs of the producers’ incapacity to live
up to, or reconcile, what the rules prescribed.'7®

Film Sound

If producers seem to have had a hard time complying with NOF’s require-
ments in terms of structure, this was less of a problem when it came to film
sound. Incidentally, the institute’s position on the issue was also much more
unambiguous. In the first decade of its existence, official publications were
unanimous that films for schoolchildren should preferably be mute. The
reproduction of background noise was considered permissible in theory (at
least, if it was ‘inherent’ to the action depicted); spoken commentaries, in con-
trast, were downright taboo ([Schreuder] 1948, 14; Meulen [1951], 52). In prac-
tice, however, NOF did not make any films with sound, nor did it acquire them.
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Although financial considerations definitely played a part as well, the rea-
sons given were of a different nature entirely.'”” In the majority of cases, they
related once again to the intended audience’s level of cognitive development.
Leidraad voor kwekelingen claims that primary school children cannot yet deal
with combinations of image and speech. Contemporary educational research
had revealed that commentaries required the pupils’ full attention; the man-
ual therefore concludes that they could hamper the children’s perception of
the visuals. In addition to this, it argues that pupils must not be pampered.
Classroom films should not provide answers to all the questions that specta-
tors might have, but encourage reflection instead ([Schreuder] 1948, 13-14).
Film en lichtbeeld bij het onderwijs confirms that children should be motivated
to clarify problems for themselves. One of the great risks of visual education
is that of ‘mental laziness’ (geestelijke luiheid). Therefore, teaching films must
be designed so as to stimulate thought rather than to confirm viewers in their
inclination towards passiveness (Meulen [1951], 35).'7®

In defending its position, however, NOF did not focus exclusively on the
interests of the audience. In some cases, it also addressed the concerns of the
users: the teachers who had to put the films on screen. One of the arguments
quoted was that pedagogues should not be forced into giving up too many
educational decisions. As a rule, the institute’s publications point out, teach-
ers know best which information their children need, and at which time it has
to be passed on. Films with spoken commentaries, they suggest, ignore this
fact, and therefore deprive educators of the responsibilities they are due (com-
pare [Schreuder] 1948, 13). In addition to this, articles insist that classroom
interaction should always take place in an atmosphere of quiet diligence. The
use of sound, they imply, is fundamentally at odds with this requirement.*79

Despite the fact that sound projection was already the norm in entertain-
ment theatres, NOF’s demand for mute films is not as curious as it may seem
at first sight. In the year of the institute’s establishment, the so-called Neder-
landse Vereniging voor Culturele Films (Dutch Association for Cultural Films,
one of the country’s oldest champions of quality moving images) had draft-
ed a report on the medium’s educational use. Its conclusion was that films
with recorded commentaries were entirely inappropriate for deployment in
schools - regardless of what cinema audiences were accustomed to.'* Visual
instructionists elsewhere supported this view. In Germany the wartime RWU
only distributed mute films; the reason quoted, again, was pedagogical. Its
decision, it seems, met with the approval of colleagues worldwide (Ewert 1998,
170).'81

In spite of this, NOF’s attitude in matters of sound can be characterised as
rather conservative. First, because the institute stuck to its position for a dis-
proportionately long period of time. It defended the production of mute films
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until well into the 1950s, when foreign institutes had long been distributing
films with sound. Second, because it was just as radical in practice as it was
in theory. In other countries the ideal of muteness was often valued in princi-
ple but considered unattainable from a practical point of view. Children had
grown used to experiencing sound films, and commercial producers chose to
take this into account. As distributors were dependent to a large extent on pri-
vate initiative, continued opposition to this practice seemed pointless.*®2 NOF,
however, had a de facto monopoly and could therefore afford to take a more
conservative stand.

As time passed, this situation changed. The first sign of a policy shift
occurred in 1954, when the institute released six films with sound. In his man-
ual, Peters makes a first attempt at explaining this move. In a short paragraph,
the author wipes the floor with his predecessors’ psychological arguments. He
argues that there is no scientific evidence to support the claim that children
cannot simultaneously process images and sound; therefore, it cannot serve
as a basis for NOF’s distribution policy (1955, 14n, 41).'83 A few years after the
book came out, the institute’s newsletter featured a series of articles which
elaborated on the issue. At the time, the reasons given were much more down-
to-earth. According to the authors, mute films basically constituted an anach-
ronism. Regardless of the fact that this might detract from the medium’s
status as a motivational tool, it also entailed that such items could do little
to acquaint children with the codes of film language, and therefore, teach
them to be critical about what was shown in cinemas. At the end of the dec-
ade, moreover, every school teacher was thought to know “in his heart” that
sound films were bound to “take over” eventually.’® Clearly, NOF had realised
by then that it would miss out on profits if it did not provide them itself.*$5

From the mid-1950s onwards, the institute steadily acquired more films
with sound; by the end of the decade, about a hundred of them were available.
According to the reports, the foundation never quite managed to keep up with
the demand (Ottenheim 1991, 47, 68). Meanwhile, however, some institutions
still requested mute items. NOF applauded this fact, arguing that primary
school children (supposedly less ‘spoilt’ by cinema visits than their seniors)
could still benefit from watching moving images in silence.**® For the schools
themselves, the main argument was probably a practical one, as many of them
did not yet own the equipment to project films with sound.*?

In terms of policy, NOF took a more or less isolationist attitude. Much like
in its earlier years, the institute set itself the target of improving on what the
entertainment industry did. In classroom films, it proclaimed, soundtracks
should have a very clear purpose: they should always add something to the
information which the image conveyed (for instance, emotional depth or
contrapuntal value). Voice-over commentaries were only permissible if they
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unveiled connections which the visuals could not make clear, or which the
teachers themselves could not disclose.*® In reality, however, producers did
not always live up to this ideal. In order to boost the supply of sound films,
NOF’s staff took their recourse to dubbing mute titles that had been released
before. In the process, commentaries were added that merely summarised
the factual information provided in the instruction booklets that had accom-
panied the originals — a practice which, in previous years, the institute had
squarely rejected.

Titles and Tricks

Surprisingly, early publications that still opposed the use of spoken commen-
taries did not recommend that the films’ lack of oral clarification be compen-
sated for through the use of printed texts. In practice also, intertitles were
used very sparingly. Once again, the official motivation was psychological.
Treating written and spoken language as equal, the institute’s spokespeople
argued that it was too difficult for young children to switch from one kind of
perception (the processing of film images) to another (the digestion of verbal
information). The interruption of a visual flow supposedly entailed that the
illusion of reality which was aimed at was annulled. This in turn was consid-
ered to cause children to lose interest and to take away their desire to discuss
what they had seen in the remainder of the lesson.'® In addition to this, the
authors of publications also warned users of a potential loss of educational
control (a concern which they shared with some of their foreign colleagues).*°
Apparently, NOF’s didactic staff thought that if a film strongly directed the
children in their interpretation of what they saw, the teacher might not feel in
command of the pedagogical exchange ([Schreuder] 1948, 13).

The same line of reasoning also applied to the case of so-called ‘tricks’
(trucs) or schematic representations (13)."* In practice, however, the latter
seem to have been much harder to avoid. From quite early on, NOF’s films
occasionally featured maps, charts, diagrams or profile drawings. Ex-employ-
ees testify that this was often done out of necessity (for instance, when simul-
taneous production processes had to be visualised). In such cases, sketches
or animated models were given preference over explanatory texts.'9> As time
went by, schematic representations became more numerous. By the late 1950s
films were distributed that hardly contained any live-action footage at all. For
instance, the natural history film Het paard (The Horse, [ca. 1959]), produced
by Deutsche Film-Aktiengesellschaft (Defa), was made up entirely of animated
drawings. Publications from that time no longer seem to object to their use at
all.

Although NOF took a much firmer stand where it concerned intertitles,
producers once more failed to live up to the institute’s rules. In the first few
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A special effects table at the NOF
production centre, early 1950s.
(From the collection of Nationaal
Onderwijsmuseum, Rotterdam)

years in particular, film-makers often sneaked in verbal elements, usually as
part of the mise en scéne. For instance, in items documenting production pro-
cesses, written captions were fastened onto containers (in Kaas *, to identify
the raw materials inside) or machines (in Van koren tot brood, 1942, From Grain
to Bread, to explain what an appliance does). Films dealing with a particular
region or locally relevant activity sometimes contain shots of inscriptions,
either naming towns (Elf-stedentocht, 1942) or services (Vuilnis van een grote
stad). In the course of time, words and phrases were also integrated into charts
and diagrams (Steenkool vervoer, [ca. 1951], Coal Transportation).'s3

USER ADVICE

Like the producers and distributors of earlier years, NOF also took on the task
of advising its users on the application of the materials it supplied. Teachers’
manuals, instruction booklets and catalogues prescribe how, when, and how
often titles should be shown, and which activities are suitable as preparation
or follow-up. They also spell out how teachers should act during screenings:
which roles they should take on, and above all, which types of behaviour they
should avoid.
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Didactic Embedding

One of the concerns that NOF-related publications focus on is how moving
images can be made to fit ‘naturally’ into the course of everyday classroom pro-
ceedings. Time and again, the documents stress the importance of a smooth
transition between a film and the rest of the lesson in which it is embedded.
The requirement that nothing should disrupt the natural flow of teaching was
precisely the point where, according to critics, the school cinema system had
failed; NOF therefore insisted that teachers should do anything in their power
to avoid the mistakes their predecessors had made. In order to succeed, they
had to respect some very specific rules.

First of all, users had to make sure that the physical circumstances of the
screening were as close as possible to those of a ‘standard’ teaching situation.
Ideally, film sessions had to be held in the children’s familiar classrooms
(rather than school attics or large assembly halls). Of course, this was not
always possible: sometimes, such spaces were hard to darken, or could not
accommodate the projection equipment needed. Even so, those using the
films had to ensure that the chosen locations always foregrounded the educa-
tional nature of the event. Only in this way, the reasoning was, pupils could be
expected to enter the right state of mind to learn from what was shown. As van
der Meulen’s manual puts it:

Films and slide images for education belong in the regular, daily class-
room. [...] They do not require us to take a trip. [...] Definitely not outside
of the school building, but preferably not outside of the classroom either.
A projection lesson may be something pleasant, but it is not something
exceptional or sensational. (Meulen [1951], 99)*4

Second, screenings had to take place in the presence of the children’s own
class teachers. In previous decades, film lessons had been led by special school
cinema lecturers who might have known a thing or two about film but were
pedagogically inexperienced. Supposedly, this had not only prevented them
from making a well-informed choice in terms of what was shown, it had also
meant that they could not relate the items projected to what their audiences
learnt in school. Teachers in contrast did know how to tie in with what was
taught. The closer they were involved with the viewers’ education, the better
they could take up on what the children already knew ([Schreuder] 1948, 6-7;
Meulen [1951], 4, 6).

However, the importance of the teacher’s role was not just a matter of his
or her pedagogical expertise. It also derived from the fact that only this person
could endow the film with the status it was due: that of a mere educational
tool. Like the publications of teaching film proponents elsewhere, NOF’s
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manuals and newsletters place great emphasis on the instrumental nature of
the material it supplied. Just like school books, wall charts or model globes,
the texts argue, films can be used for instructional purposes; they cannot,
however, teach by themselves (Meulen [1951], 4; compare Bessou 1935 and
Board of Education 1937, 51). Once more in van der Meulen’s words:

One should beware [...] of treating slide and film as the stones of didactic
wisdom! Both can relieve, but never take over, the task of the teacher,
who remains tZe man in all circumstances. [...] Film and slide are merely
aids - although very attractive and effective ones. ([1951], 4)'%

In order to have any didactic value at all, then, films had to be employed by
an instructor: a person who, by grace of his or her position in the classroom,
could determine which part of the film’s content got the status of lesson sub-
ject, and focused the children’s attention accordingly.

Prohibitive Rules
One implication of the fact that viewers constantly had to be aware of a film’s
instrumental nature was that it should not be used excessively. The authors
of manuals and brochures advised to employ it only if no other tool was more
suited to the lesson’s purpose ([Schreuder] 1948, 15; Meulen [1951], 95). As I
explained earlier, the medium’s main asset was considered to be the fact that
it could help lay a child’s so-called ‘apperceptive structures’: the (life) experi-
ence he or she required to understand what was taught. In this respect, film
was no more than a surrogate: a means for experiencing things that could not
be witnessed ‘live’. If pupils were at all in a position to see objects or phenome-
nain person, teachers had to make sure that they did (Peters 1955, 50). In addi-
tion to this, educators had to provide sufficient technological variety. Films
should not be used by themselves, but always in combination with other tools.
The various types of representation (still and moving) were taken to have their
specific possibilities and limitations, and therefore, their designated func-
tions in the course of an educational exchange ([Schreuder] 1948, 10-11, 15;
Meulen [1951], 5, 27-29).%%°

Compared to the instructional texts of earlier decades, NOF’s publica-
tions generally took a more encouraging attitude towards teaching film use.
Yet even so, the institute still formulated quite a few rules as to what users
should not do. For instance, it insisted that teachers should never pause a film
during projection, but always let it run its full course. In addition to this, edu-
cators were asked to reduce verbal interventions to the absolute minimum,
especially if an item was shown for the first time. If the former principle could
be justified on the basis of practical concerns (for instance, the fact that stop-
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ping a film might cause physical damage), the latter was defended once more
with psychological arguments.'?” For Schreuder, clarification by a teacher was
just as useless to an audience of young viewers as a recorded commentary,
because the children’s understanding depended entirely on the organisation
of the visuals. Therefore, it was best to let their perception of the film go undis-
turbed ([Schreuder] 1948, 14, 16-18)."%® Even Peters, who was open to the use of
moving images with sound, held on to this argument (1955, 47-48).

Global Viewing

In addition to being still quite restrictive, NOF’s user advice was often also
highly specific, especially in the first decade or so. Teachers’ notes, in particu-
lar, went into great detail as to how titles could best be used. In most cases,
they began with a short section on a film’s connection with the curriculum
(specifying which levels and age groups it was intended for, and which part
of the lesson programme it was supposed to reinforce). Next, they spelt out
the order of viewings and accompanying activities. They stipulated how many
times a film should be shown, and what should be done before, in between
and during consecutive screenings. The last page of each booklet normally
also contained suggestions for follow-up: examples of exercises, assighments
and (group) projects.

Although they were in fact quite common from an international point of
view, NOF justified its rules on the order of screenings and related activities
with explicit reference to the insights of Decroly.” Above I explained that the
pedagogue had argued in his works that human perception took place in stag-
es. The consequence of this was that children should be given the opportu-
nity to process their impressions accordingly. First, they should be allowed to
observe, then to associate (relate their observations to earlier ones) and finally
to express their findings, ideally in a creative way (Wolf 1975, 75). NOF sug-
gested that its specifications for the viewing of films were directly inspired by
the pedagogue’s ideas ([Schreuder] 1948, 16-18).

In the first half of the 1950s, NOF’s publications gradually became more
relaxed about the role of teachers and the precise order of the actions that
they should perform. At the same time, they also became less explicit about
the relation between rules and regulations and the children’s stages of cog-
nitive development. Yet in spite of this, manuals and brochures were always
concerned that the viewing of films should primarily have an experiential
function. Therefore, it was considered crucial that pupils could undergo the
screening itself with as little distraction as humanly possible, and without the
interference of an overactive coach (Peters 1955, 47-48).
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CONCLUSIONS

Looking back on the developments dealt with in this chapter, one can observe
that the process of classroom film institutionalisation was primarily a mat-
ter of adapting the medium to the existing structures of formal education. In
the 1940s, film was considered, on the one hand, to have definite benefits for
teaching: it could help visualise, and thereby make more concrete, subject
matter that was thought to be too abstract for young children (whose cogni-
tive abilities, according to contemporary paedological insights, still had to
mature). On the other hand, parties with an interest in the matter immediately
felt the need to formulate all sorts of conditions - even if they were in favour
of the medium’s didactic use in principle. Like the ‘new media’ proponents of
lateryears, they reasoned that in order for film to reach its full potential, it had
to be adjusted as much as possible to the educational framework in which it
had to function.>®

In practice, regulation often came down to the imposition of constraints:
restrictions in terms of what was theoretically possible. With respect to film
content, for instance, authors pressed for the exclusion of anything that was
not strictly relevant to the educational curriculum. Also in the formal sense,
the enforcement of rules and regulations meant that the medium’s possibili-
ties could not be exploited to the full. For instance, NOF’s pursuit of structural
simplicity and transparency entailed that organisational procedures that had
been tried out in previous years or decades, or that had even become produc-
tional standards, could not be continued - a fact which to some extent also
accounts for the accusations of boringness, outmodedness, or even ‘primitive-
ness’ that have been directed at the institute (both at the time, and retrospec-
tively).2°* Also the foundation’s position in matters of film sound - or verbal
language in any form - contributed to the stylistic gap between the material it
provided and the films that were shown outside of schools.

A same tendency also manifests itself in the domain of user advice. Like
the authors of instructional texts elsewhere, NOF’s writers seem to have been
highly preoccupied with what teachers might do wrong - even if they tried
to phrase their recommendations in more encouraging ways than the film
proponents of earlier years. Therefore manuals and brochures often also
impose certain constraints. Guidelines that pertained to classroom conduct,
of course, were not as easy to enforce as benchmarks for the films’ produc-
tion (which, in the Dutch case at least, were applicable only to fellow workers
within the same institute). Yet even so, distributors of teaching films would
often go to great lengths to ensure that educators deployed the medium as
prescribed. Consults, trainings and user permits were held or devised with
this purpose in mind.

WATCH AND LEARN



As time went by, however, rules and regulations became more flexible. Pro-
duction standards and user conditions were toned down, or ceased to be
mentioned altogether. The timing of this development varied from country to
country, and depended to a considerable extent on the amount of competi-
tion producers encountered. In Holland, it came extremely late (which also
explains why the standpoints formulated by Peters seem so revolutionary in
retrospect). If such policy changes were at all motivated, it was often with the
argument that the didactic principles which the standards of earlier years
were based on were no longer considered valid. However, a more important
reason may have been that the rules had become untenable from an aesthetic
point of view. In NOF’s case in particular, benchmarks sometimes ran coun-
ter to the course which commercial film-making was taking at the time. The
consequence was that what had once been promoted as a modern didactic
instrument was rapidly turning into a relic of a foregone era. Meanwhile, com-
petitors played off precisely those features which the official teaching film
institute eschewed, and which were actually favoured by many of the desig-
nated users.>?

Another explanation for the gradual relaxation of rules and conditions is
the fact that the views of visual instructionists on the educational role of the
medium changed over time. As the years went by, film was no longer seen pri-
marily as aweapon against verbalism but also as a form of cultural expression,
worth studying in itself. This in turn implied that the titles shown not only
had to meet the standards of didacticism, but also those of good film-mak-
ing. Moreover, if the objective was to direct the pupils in their viewing habits,
producers had to live up to, and even surpass, children’s qualitative expecta-
tions of cinematic texts — expectations which, to all accounts, could hardly be
overestimated.>3 For NOF’s employees, this meant in practice that they were
encouraged more and more often to give rein to their artistic aspirations. In
exchange for this, film-makers were increasingly credited for what they did.

Growing appreciation for the medium-specific potential of film coincided
with a weakening of audio-visual proponents’ efforts to dissociate their own
activities from those which took place in an entertainment context. As time
went by, subsidised producers and distributors of teaching films began to
openly recognise that children enjoyed watching films and argued that this
fact should be reckoned with in the production and selection of material. In
the first few decades of the century, pupils’ ‘natural’ interest in the medium
had actually been considered one of the main arguments in favour of its use
as an educational tool. In practice, however, this idea turned out to conflict
with the didactic requirement that classroom activities should take place in
an atmosphere of seriousness and diligence (circumstances incompatible
with the expression of enjoyment or enthusiasm) (see, for instance, Meulen
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[1951], 7). For NOF, the consequence seems to have been that the material
shown should always look as frugal as possible. This situation lasted until the
mid-1950s, when Peters observed that films could only serve their intended
purpose if they managed to arrest the audience’s attention. In order to do so,
he believed, they also had to formally appeal to the pupils addressed (Peters
1955, 30-31; compare Hogenkamp 2009, 7).

As final remark, Iwould like to emphasise that in the NOF collection itself,
these shifts in attitude towards the medium do not manifest themselves very
clearly until the late 1950s. In its first decade or so, the institute adhered quite
strictly to its most prohibitive rules. In the years that followed, it began to dem-
onstrate more openness to change, but its various products still attested to a
fundamental indecisiveness. Formal options that were discussed in articles
and handbooks were not yet tried out by those making or acquiring the films;
conversely, techniques that were experimented with in practice were not justi-
fied in the institute’s texts. Towards the end of the decade, NOF finally began
to present the more consistent image of a body concerned with the didactic
use of film in its most up-to-date form, and to balance its collection out accord-
ingly. At that point in time, however, it had long been outrun by its more pro-
gressive users, who had been asking for more ‘modern’-looking material for
years. In the chapter that follows, I try to uncover some of the hidden motives
behind this apparent conservatism.
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CHAPTERTWO

Classroom Film Use and the
Pedagogical Dispositif

INTRODUCTION

In the previous chapter I discussed how NOF, like similar bodies elsewhere,
tried to influence its users’ conception of what constituted a good teaching
film, and of how this tool should ideally be used. I suggested in the process
that the institute’s efforts in this area should not be seen as the result of a phil-
anthropic impulse, but as an act of self-preservation: an attempt to ensure the
continuation of its own activities. By teaching potential subscribers the differ-
ence between what was appropriate for classroom viewing and what was not, it
basically gave them the reassurance that the film medium was indeed suitable
for educational use, and therefore, that the services it provided warranted the
schools’ membership.

Earlier on I also stressed that my choice of corpus — and by implication,
of the NOF itself as a model case - is inspired mainly by pragmatic consid-
erations. My interest in the collection, I said, is due primarily to its status as
an object of usage: the fact that it was subject to a number of very specific
screening practices. Yet as it turns out, the day-to-day use of NOF’s films is a
domain which the institute’s normative writings seem to block from view. If
the texts of handbooks and brochures can tell how the material concerned was
supposed to be shown, they do not provide evidence of compliance with those
rules. Topical specifications and formal benchmarks can be checked against
the material which the institute distributed; user advice, in contrast, cannot
be matched with anything ‘real’. In addition to this, first-hand reports on the
actual circumstances of the films’ viewing are remarkably scarce. Yet even so,
it is possible to make some statements on the ways in which classroom films
were used - if not on the basis of direct evidence, then by means of deduction.

First, however, I want to briefly address the question of how the institute’s
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product was received. In doing so, I can rely once again on the material which I
discussed previously. NOF’s publications, after all, not only constitute a record
of the foundation’s marketing strategy. In the absence of actual testimonies,
they also serve as a source of information on the medium’s reception by the
audience they addressed. In order to win users for their cause, the authors of
such texts had to make sure that they made suggestions that were perceived as
relevant: suggestions that could be read as answers or solutions to questions
or problems that were actually felt. Therefore, it is fair to assume that the rec-
ommendations made can often be interpreted as a response to (or at the very
least an anticipation of) perceived interests, worries, or prejudice among the
teachers themselves. In the first section of this chapter (2.1.1), I discuss the
tendency towards scepticism which the texts reveal.

Subsequently, I use those same findings to reinforce some of my hypoth-
eses on classroom film use. In the second section (2.1.2), I sketch a rough
picture of the ways in which Dutch teachers used films in schools. In doing
so, I rely in part on retrospective accounts: the recollections of former NOF
employees, classroom personnel and some of the pupils they taught. On the
basis of their stories, I make conjectures about the usage patterns that were
most common at the time.

Another purpose of this chapter is to make some methodological choices,
derived from my observations about teaching film use. The analyses I make
later are inspired by the ways in which the films under scrutiny operated with-
in the very specific set-ups in which they were commonly deployed. However,
one of the conclusions that emerges from my enquiry is that there was a whole
range of uses, none of which can rightfully be characterised as dominant. For
the purpose of analysis, then, I need to reduce this variety to a single, workable
abstraction. My aim in the second half of this chapter (2.2) is to determine
which of the above-mentioned screening practices is most relevant to my pro-
ject, so that it can function as a model. In this process I also expound some of
my conceptual choices for later on.

21 THERECEPTION AND USE OF CLASSROOM FILMS

In defending its rules, especially those formulated in the first, ‘strictest’ ten
years, NOF tended to focus on the interests of the pupils. In its publications
the institute systematically rationalised benchmarks and user advice on the
basis of what the intended audience could or could not do. This is striking, as
the visual instructionists of earlier years had oftentimes found legitimacy for
what they proposed in matters that were of relevance mainly to administrators
and teachers: those people who had to put the film medium to use.
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Of course, this does not imply that such concerns were not actually on the
teachers’ minds. Arguably, the benchmarks and rules which the institute for-
mulated, and in some cases the characteristics of the films themselves actually
provide evidence to the contrary. In what follows, I start from the assumption
that the recommendations which NOF made can often be read as a reaction
to the teachers’ own perceptions and concerns. My argument will be that they
show proof of a certain scepticism, based on fears that the deployment of the
film medium might overthrow, or at the very least destabilise, established
classroom relations and/or teaching routines.

211 Scepticism and Resistance

In chapter 1 I pointed out that NOF’s publications often place great emphasis
on the instrumental status of the material it supplied. Films, they insist, are
mere educational tools, and should be used accordingly. By the same token,
such writings also attach a great deal of value to the role of the instructor. Lei-
draad voor kwekelingen, for instance, argues that the quality of the lesson ulti-
mately always depends on the person who puts a film to use ([Schreuder] 1948,
12). In publications of a later date, such pronouncements are often accompa-
nied by expressions of confidence in the teacher’s didactic abilities. As van der
Meulen points out, trained pedagogues know full well what good education
entails. By implication, they are also the best judges of how audio-visual aids
should be employed ([1951], 6).

However, I also argued that the same publications are characterised by an
extremely patronising attitude towards the professional group they address.
Subscribers are told down to the last detail how to choose and utilise films,
and which choices or behaviours to avoid at all cost. Recommendations like
these hardly attest to the authors’ faith in the users’ capabilities or didactic
expertise. Teachers may have been commended for their practical educational
experience; they do not seem to have been given much credit when it comes to
applying or adapting the skills they possess to the integration of newfangled
tools.

Although these two tendencies may seem irreconcilable at first sight, they
can also be interpreted as means to the same end. The peremptory nature of
the institute’s advice, I would like to propose, is directly related to the value
it attached to educational expertise. For in emphasising the importance of
the instructor’s role, the authors of manuals and brochures also burdened
their readers with a heavy responsibility. If the films’ correct application was
paramount to their effectiveness as didactic tools, it was the users who were
to blame if the lessons in which they were shown did not meet the targets set.

CLASSROOM FILM USE AND THE PEDAGOGICAL DISPOSITIF
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The advice given balanced this situation out: it provided reassurance, because
it also guaranteed that success could be achieved. The more specific the rec-
ommendations were, the more grip they gave, and the more manageable they
made the task at hand seem.

In addition to this, the prominence of such instructions in NOF’s early
publications is proof of the fact that a need for them was felt. Presumably,
the institute’s representatives met with a great deal of apprehension, such as
scepticism among teachers as to the unforeseen effects of the didactic use of
film. Of course, feelings of this type surface whenever a new classroom tech-
nology is introduced, and they do not necessarily result from a rejection of the
medium as such. Instead, they should be associated with an urge among peda-
gogues to protect and preserve established relations and routines (compare
Renonciat 2004, 71).!

In the following pages I briefly address the backgrounds to what NOF per-
ceived as a resistance among users to the product it supplied. In particular, I
discuss what motivated the teachers in positioning themselves for or against
the introduction of specific methods and tools. In doing so, I rely on insights
obtained by educational historians. The purpose of this endeavour is to find
out why so many instructors seem to have considered teaching film use a
potential threat rather than a new didactic opportunity.

CLASSROOMS AS TYPICAL WORK SETTINGS

According to sources on the topic, teaching styles in the West have changed
very little in the course of last century. Historical accounts seem to funda-
mentally agree that the efforts of educational reformists throughout the dec-
ades did not lead to profound alterations in terms of classroom conventions.
Despite the attempts of progressive pedagogues to make pupils the focus of
instruction, pedagogical interaction in the second half of the twentieth cen-
tury remained largely teacher-centred. In most institutions of compulsory
education, instructors continued to function as the possessors of knowledge,
transmitting information to an audience that was seen as both passive and
ignorant (Cuban 1993, Goodlad 1983, Velde 1970). In this process they relied
primarily on tools that accommodated the same (conservative) epistemology:
methods, books and aids that facilitated a process of transmission rather than
one of exchange.?

In How Teachers Taught: Constancy and Change in American Classrooms,
1880-1990 (1993), Cuban attempts to find out how the above tendencies can
be logically explained. The author considers which factors have prevented
the occurrence of major innovations, both technical and methodological,
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in formal teaching over the years. His conclusion is that education’s appar-
ent immunity to all kinds of change can be largely attributed to the demands
which schools make on the people they employ. More specifically, it should be
associated with the various restrictions which teachers encounter, both in and
through the settings in which they work.

All pedagogues, Cuban explains, are subject to two kinds of constraints.
First, there are external pressures which emanate from society at large: long-
term cultural beliefs about the nature of knowledge and the purpose of educa-
tion (Cuban 1993, 260). As a rule, these ideas are inspired by the norms and
practices of the socio-economic systems of which they are part. Teachers are
expected to pass on those facts and skills which pupils require to minimally
participate in the social, bureaucratic and industrial organisations of the com-
munities to which they belong (249-50). The content considered most suited
to this purpose is recorded in official curricula. Second, there are restrictions
which derive from the ways in which schools and classrooms are practically
organised. In most cases, educators need to deal with large numbers of pupils
in small spaces for extended periods of time. Within this framework, they are
expected to meet very strict targets and produce tangible evidence that pre-
scribed content is satisfactorily acquired (252-53).3

In spite of this, teachers do have a certain amount of autonomy. In most
cases, they can determine the ways in which knowledge is passed on: which
tasks are set, how skills are practiced, and how pupils are supposed to partici-
pate. In addition to this, they can decide on material issues such as the arrange-
ment of space and furniture or the selection of tools and aids. Yet as Cuban
observes, the instructors’ options are also highly ‘situationally constrained’.
In the end, pedagogues will always be judged on the basis of whether or not
quantifiable targets are met. Therefore, they have to be pragmatic: they must
choose those methods or tools that do not involve the risk of making more
arduous an already heavy task (Cuban 1993, 260-63).

Teacher Authority

A major consideration here is what technical or procedural choices entail in
terms of a teacher’s authority. As Cuban points out, classroom control is a
necessary precondition for instruction. Without a minimum of order a teach-
ing process simply cannot occur (Cuban 1993, 268; compare Jacquinot 1977,
33-34). Moreover, if itis true (as the author suggests) that the kind of education
Western society demands takes the form of a transfer, then the conditions in
which learning can take place are necessarily very restrictive. Within the estab-
lished system teachers and pupils both have a predetermined range of intel-
lectual activities: the former must spout, the latter absorb. For the children
concerned, functioning well within such a context requires a great deal of dis-
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cipline. Because of this, the power relations between both parties are bound
to be highly asymmetrical.

In Cuban’s view, the centrality of the instructor’s authority to the educa-
tional process is one of the main reasons why teachers’ appetites for funda-
mental classroom changes are generally low. Whether faced with decisions
pertaining to the physical arrangement of desks and chairs, the nature of
classroom activities, the amount of student participation, or the various types
of instructional tools, educators tend to avoid altering routines that can help
maintain classroom control. The dominance of teacher-centred instructional
practices in schools of the past decades and centuries, he argues, is a major
consequence of this attitude (Cuban 1993, 262-71).

Assuming that NOF’s advice can indeed be read as a direct response to the
concerns of the people it addressed, it is highly likely that fear for loss of class-
room control was a major factor in the educators’ attitude towards teaching
film use. Specifications on the location, length and accompaniment of screen-
ings can all be interpreted as attempts to counter the assumption that the
medium’s deployment would necessarily foster a recreational atmosphere,
and therefore, disorderly or rowdy conduct on the pupils’ part. Apparently,
teachers were worried that the activity of viewing might cause excitement, and
by the same token, disrupt the power balance on which they had come to rely.
The recommendations made were meant to reassure them that their status
of authority need not be jeopardised, as long as they did as the institute pre-
scribed.4

It is doubtful of course whether such advice was at all convincing. Clearly,
the teachers’ unease derived from a lack of confidence in their own abilities at
least as much as the unpredictability of the pupils’ behaviour. The use of class-
room films required a very different set of skills than they otherwise needed,
both technically and in the didactic sense. In addition to this, not all educa-
tors had a great deal of experience with the medium, even as viewers. In many
cases their pupils had been exposed to it more intensively than they had been
themselves. For all of those reasons, using it demanded a good deal of self-
confidence. Only those teachers who were already convinced that they could
control their pupils could take the risk of showing films in class.5

Flexible Tools

For those who felt less certain about the authority they could command, it was
of crucial importance that the tools they had on hand were sufficiently flex-
ible: that they could easily be adapted to the methods or procedures which
suited them best. In his 1967 essay on technology in schools, Jackson argues
that this also explains why traditional tools such as blackboards and books
have a greater appeal than more ‘modern’ (among others, audio-visual) imple-
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ments. While the former are extremely versatile and can easily be adjusted to
the established procedures which teachers favour, mechanised devices tend
to offer more limited options in terms of deployment. According to Jackson,
this restriction derives primarily from the fact that the latter present their
users with an uncontrollable succession of mediated content. Unlike more
conventional classroom aids, films, television broadcasts and computer pro-
grammes do not give educators much control over the pace or sequence of the
matter addressed, or even the direction of the arguments made. In the case
of such implements, the technological conditions for the use of didactic texts
can therefore be experienced as overly restrictive (Jackson 1968, 5-8).

In Jackson’s view, the lack of correspondence between teachers’ require-
ments and the available tools is at least partly due to a conflict of interest
between the parties involved (1968, 14-22). Cuban confirms that there is a
major cultural difference between the devisers of such aids and the promoters
of their use, and the people by whom they are normally employed. More spe-
cifically, a discrepancy is noticeable in their respective conceptions of what
constitutes educational ‘efficiency’. Engineers and policy-makers (quoted in

Cartoon from a 1948 issue
of the teachers’ union
magazine Onderwijs en
Opvoeding, attesting to a
growing fatigue of reformist
ideas among teachers at the
time. The caption reads:
“And what shall I take this
time...”.
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chapter 1) tend to assess a device’s value on the basis of its productivity: the
ratio between the knowledge pupils acquire and the time or cost which this
entails. For teachers, in contrast, the usefulness of any new tool depends pri-
marily on whether it allows them to achieve established goals without making
the educational process more difficult (Cuban 1986, 2-5).7

According to Cuban, the users’ reluctance to integrate new aids is strong-
ly reinforced by this difference in outlook, and the lack of communication
between the parties concerned. Teachers’ resistance towards any kind of
change, he argues, can partly be attributed to the fact that such measures are
usually imposed from above or outside. As a rule, ideas on how educational
reform can help solve problems of a social, economic or cultural nature origi-
nate with, and are turned into policy by, academics or officials. In many cases,
the author claims, these people do not consider how the decisions made will
be implemented in practice, and neglect to communicate the motives behind
them towards the teachers concerned (Cuban 1986, 5, and 1993, 244-45). As
a result, the latter feel compelled to stick to their old habits, thus reinforcing
again their public image of conservatism (Cuban 1993, 51-52).8

OWNERSHIP ISSUES

In my view, however, the fact that educators at the time were not generally
involved in the development of classroom tools may have bothered them in
more profound ways than the above-mentioned authors seem to suggest.
Although primary sources do confirm that the teachers’ reluctance to put into
practice new methods or aids could often be ascribed to inadequate knowl-
edge of its objectives and practicalities, Iwould argue that the picture sketched
here is too restrictive.” In my view, Jackson and Cuban represent the users as
too passive, and do not allow for more fundamental objections concerning the
ownership of such tools, and by extension, of the lessons which they taught.
As I explained, Jackson claims that the limited appeal of audio-visual aids
is largely due to the fact that they take away from a teacher his or her control
over the ways in which content is treated. In making this point, the author
foregrounds the mechanical nature of the reproduction process: the fact
that these ‘modern’ devices force their users to follow a fixed argumentative
route, at a predetermined speed. What he suggests here (but does not make
explicit) is that with such aids, it is always someone other than the teacher who
decides on the tenet of the didactic message that is passed on. When using
books, for instance, instructors can pick and choose: they can skip pages, add
to the information given, or even ignore certain content altogether. Films or
television broadcasts, in contrast, cannot be selected from quite so easily: they
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cannot simply be interrupted or temporarily put aside. In addition to this, it
seems much harder for users to distance themselves from what is said - even if
this is done in purely visual ways. Disclaiming the contents of moving images,
after all, requires an emphatic denial of the truth value with which they are
commonly endowed (compare Winston 1995, 131-37).

Of course, teachers also have a choice to make: they are free to select the
particular film (or broadcast, or computer programme) which is most in keep-
ing with what they want to convey. Yet in this process, they always have to rely
on whatis made available by the people who produce or market didactic tools.
By implication, they are also dependent on the ways in which a chosen subject
is dealt with. Considering the already heavy restrictions which educators of
the 1940s and 50s normally encountered, the above considerations may well
have contributed to their reluctance to put audio-visual media to use.

Intellectual Authority

However, a question that may have preoccupied the users even more is what
matters pertaining to the provenance of film content (and by extension, of the
teaching matter as such) might do to their status of intellectual authority. In
what precedes, I interpreted the term ‘ownership’ in the most literal sense.
In my account, the ‘possessor’ of a didactic text was the person or collectivity
with the privilege of determining the direction of its argument. Likewise, the
grounds for resistance which Iidentified were of a very tangible kind. I basical-
ly inferred that because of this fact, users of audio-visual classroom tools may
have felt that too many educational decisions were taken out of their hands.
Yet there is also another way of reading the term, which makes the issue far
less palpable.

In chapter 1 I argued that one of the more hidden anxieties of the early
opponents of visual instruction was that films might end up replacing them.
Contemporary writings suggest that the people concerned often took this to
the letter: they expected that audio-visual media would eventually develop
into teacher ‘surrogates’, automatons substituting for educators of flesh and
blood. As time passed, scenarios like these gradually lost credibility, but a resi-
due of the apprehensions behind them remained in place. In later decades as
well teachers seemed worried that the use of mechanised tools might force
them into a less prominent classroom position than they were accustomed to.
Again, such concerns can be attributed to a fear for loss of power. This time,
however, the authority at stake is not purely functional in nature, but intel-
lectual.

Educational historians, I pointed out, tend to agree that even in recent
decades, the most common form of pedagogical communication has been
one of transmission: a transfer of wisdom from someone who has it to people
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who do not. They argue that in Western society, educators are commonly seen
as specialists in the subjects they teach, and by the same token, as the sources
of all relevant knowledge on the topics with which they are concerned. Within
a classroom environment, in other words, teachers take on authority not only
because they are actually (and legally) ‘in charge’, but also because they are ‘in
the know’. In fact, it is arguable that the instructors’ functional power derives
atleastin part from their presumed intellectual advantage over the pupils they
teach.

An important implication of this observation is that loss of intellectual
power necessarily results in a diminution of a teacher’s functional authority:
the preponderance he or she needs to set in motion didactic processes of any
kind. This link is of crucial importance, not only for a better understanding
of the nature of classroom interaction as such, but also for an accurate evalu-
ation of the educators’ reluctance to put teaching films to use. Presumably,
instructors who had not yet deployed automated devices foresaw that these
would endanger their own status of intellectual superiority, and as a result,
their functional authority over the children they taught.

One concrete example that bears out this view is NOF’s policy in matters
of sound. In the first decades of its existence, the institute fundamentally
opposed to the use of spoken commentaries. In defending this position, it
argued (among other things) that voice-over narration might jeopardise the
classroom status of the people it targeted. Quoting commentators from the
field, authors warned that the recorded voice might take on a role which in
fact belonged to the educators themselves. Such pronouncements suggest
that in their perception, the use of sound might involve that the historically
most firmly established channel of knowledge transfer was no longer reserved
to the human teacher. More important even than how this might affect his
or her privilege to select the information conveyed was the possibility that
for those watching, the ‘man (woman) in front’ would cease to function as its
undisputed source.®

A potentially aggravating circumstance was that the films’ spectators
were likely to be more familiar with the medium which produced this effect
than the users themselves. Not only was there a danger that in screening the
shorts, real-life teachers might not be held responsible for the content con-
veyed, there was an added risk that the pupils would infer meanings which
their instructors had no notion of. As a result, teachers may have been afraid
that they would appear to have less ownership over the arguments made than
the children they taught - a situation which the latter might actively exploit
(compare Grunder 2000, 59).

With respect to the example quoted here, NOF’s reasoning seems to have
been that avoiding the dreaded technique altogether was the best way to alle-
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viate the educators’ fears. By providing mute films only, the institute gave its
users the reassurance that they would never be deprived of their ‘master’s
voice’, and continue to be the prime mediators of the knowledge that was to
be passed on (compare Meulen [1951], 4).** The fact that NOF, in this respect,
took the teachers’ wishes into account should be seen as part of its strategy to
convince them that the films it had on offer were adapted to the needs of the
classroom, and did not pose a threat to the habits and power relations which
had been built up over time.

AsIexplained earlier, imposing restrictions on the production of material
was a strategy which the institute relied on primarily in the early decades of
its existence. In later years the benchmarks it imposed were less radical and
adherence to them was no longer enforced quite as strictly. However, none of
this implies that the concerns discussed above were no longer felt. Over the
years, further habituation to the medium may have softened the teachers’
judgement, but not necessarily taken away their most profound anxieties. The
most sensible conclusion is that from the late 1950s, the films’ distributors
agreed in principle that the users’ scepticism should be fought not by impos-
ing textual restrictions (and thus, limiting the medium’s supposedly uncon-
trollable semantic potential) but by educating teachers and offering them the
tools to actively direct their pupils’ interpretation of what they saw.

2.1.2  Some Hypotheses on Film Usage

As T have explained, primary reports on what we might call classroom film
practice are extremely scarce, both in Holland and abroad. In most cases,
data are available on the number of schools that subscribed to a distribution
service and on how often films were loaned. Figures like these can of course
help to reconstruct the extent of the medium’s educational use. As a rule they
indicate that while there definitely was a demand for such material, its deploy-
ment in class was not at all generalised. Data provided by NOF, for instance,
show that despite the generally reticent attitude that speaks from the sources
discussed, NOF did have a more or less loyal (and steadily growing) user base.
At the same time, however, it never serviced more than one-third of Dutch
schools, and the majority of those not even on a regular basis.’> What these
sources cannot do, however, is to enlighten one on the ways in which teaching
films were deployed. One cannot derive from them in which conditions they
were commonly shown, or whether - and if so, how - they were made to fitinto
the course of a didactic exchange.

In Holland, in particular, information of this type is hard to come by. Not
only did NOF rarely give the floor to its users (especially the more critical ones),
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independent magazines are remarkably silent on the practicalities of class-
room film use. The only alternatives are retrospective accounts: reports based
on the recollections of teachers, pupils, and the most user-oriented employ-
ees of the institute itself. Such memories, however, have not been recorded
systematically. In addition to this, they are often very partial. As a result, they
cannot be treated here as hard evidence. While they do allow for some tenta-
tive observations, the conclusions that can be drawn are necessarily of a hypo-
thetical nature.®3 In some cases, they can in turn be reinforced on the basis of
the publications dealt with before.

BASIC USAGE PATTERNS

In the epilogue to his 1951 manual, van der Meulen specifies which readers he
targets. He writes:

For whom was this booklet written? Not for those who are convinced that
whatever is new is no good, simply because it is new; nor for those who
ask for slides because ‘they have already seen all NOF’s films’! (Attested!)
It is intended for those who want to integrate projection into their teach-
ing, but get confused by its great variety and many possibilities. (Meulen
[1951],103)*

The author here criticises two types of moving image users. On the one hand,
he attacks those who refuse to try out new classroom tools, whether out of prej-
udice, out of fear, or out of sheer laziness. On the other hand, those who use
film not for the pupils’ benefit but for their own divertissement. Although van
der Meulen clearly shares the enthusiasm for the medium of the latter group,
the author disapproves of their reasons for deploying it in school. Consistent
with NOF’s policy, he argues that films should be used in support of every-
day classroom activities, not to provide some kind of relief — whether for the
pupils, or for the teachers themselves.

As a matter of fact, the above quote sketches a much more accurate pic-
ture of the ways in which teaching films were commonly used than might
be expected on the basis of the author’s rather uncritical dedication to the
foundation which he endorses. Van der Meulen’s remark suggests that those
teachers who were prepared to take advantage of the institute’s services in
many cases did not embed projections into the flow of standard classroom
proceedings. As I argue in the following pages, users of film very often seemed
to conceive of the medium as an instrument of diversion and of its screening
as a happening in and of itself. The showings they organised had the status
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of exceptional events and tended to take place at times that were reserved for
extracurricular activities.

Another type of usage which van der Meulen alludes to in his book is the
kind which he approves of, and which was practiced by the teachers whom
he claims to address. According to reports by first-hand witnesses, a fair deal
of the screenings that were held in schools were indeed geared towards the
educational needs of the audiences they targeted. As opposed to the instruc-
tors mentioned above, the people who conducted them did deploy films as
classroom tools. While fewer in number, they were more dedicated users, who
rented out titles on a more regular basis. All in all, they may have been respon-
sible for a relatively higher percentage of the screenings that took place.

In addition to the above, teachers and instructors also developed more
hybrid user styles. The patterns which van der Meulen mentions should be
conceived of as extremes on a scale, with variations and combinations in the
space that lies between. Yet in spite of this, the reports that are available do
seem to suggest that NOF’s subscribers were most often inclined towards
either of the poles. Therefore, I concentrate in what follows on the character-
istics of those two types of use.

Occasional Use
In the first of a series of articles for the 1960 volume of the trade union maga-
zine Het Schoolblad, trainee-teacher (and future documentary-maker) Roelof
Kiers complains that film projections in schools often serve a purely recrea-
tional purpose. In his piece, the author compares such screenings to the trav-
elling shows of the cinema’s early days: performances that were organised
purely for the diversion of an audience. Like van der Meulen, he argues that
while it is not inconceivable that children do indeed learn something from
attending them, they rarely fulfil a clear educational function.s

As it turns out, the great majority of testimonies from first-hand witnesses
correspond to Kiers’ observations. Apparently, a good portion of the screen-
ings held in schools did not take place in the ‘studious’ classroom conditions
which NOF and its supporters insisted on. As a matter of fact, projection of the
films often did not even occur in class at all. Interviewees with memories of
the forties, fifties and early sixties mention such screening locations as school
attics, cellars and assembly halls. In most cases, these were larger spaces,
where children from several forms or age groups gathered.*® Reports indicate
that this usually brought about an atmosphere of excitement. Film viewings,
then, often had the character of ‘events’: happenings disconnected from the
routines of a regular educational day."”

In many cases, the exceptional nature of a screening was further rein-
forced by the fact that it coincided with a particular occasion, for instance,
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a children’s festival (Sinterklaas, Saint-Nicholas’ Day) or the birthday of a
headmaster or school director. Other times of the year when lots of screenings
took place were the ends of terms and the weeks before breaks or holidays.*®
In addition to this, the films that were shown rarely matched the lesson pro-
grammes of the pupils attending (as NOF decreed). Given the diversity of the
audiences gathered, of course, this was hardly possible, even if the titles cho-
sen did deal with subjects that could be considered educationally relevant. Yet
according to the sources, this was not always the case.*

As a matter of fact, evidence exists that a good deal of the items that were
shown in schools were not classroom films in the strict sense (that is, accord-
ing to the standards set in the aforementioned brochures and manuals). In
many cases the titles that were screened did not address matter covered by the
official curriculum. Ed van Berkel, who has conducted an informal review on
the subject, points out that the top-four of NOF’s most popular items belonged
to a category which the institute sometimes qualified as ‘seasonal films’. Usu-
ally, they were fictional narratives, of the kind that were officially listed as
intended for language teaching. In practice, however, they were rarely used as
such.?® In addition to this, schools occasionally made use of the services of the
institute’s commercial competitors. Apart from topical and broadly informa-
tional shorts, these firms also supplied dramatic children’s films, which were
especially popular during the holiday season. Catholic schools sometimes
also programmed mission films. **

The type of screenings described above, I would argue, can best be con-
ceived of as examples of ‘occasional’ use. This is the case, first, because these
screenings often had the air of a celebration - if not of an actual event or fes-
tival, then of the fact that the school year, week or day was drawing to a close.
Second, this is so because in many instances the screenings constituted hap-
penings in and of themselves. As the subjects of the films rarely formed part of
the lesson programme for the audience, these sessions basically constituted a
suspension of formal educational activity. And third, because they were organ-
ised only occasionally: a few times a year at best.?* Again, this fact constitutes
a deviation from NOF’s recommendations. According to the institute, only the
regular use of its films could ensure that they acquired the status of instruc-
tional tools.?? In the situations described here, they clearly could not fulfil this
role.

Embedded Use

Despite the fact that a majority of witnesses have personal experience of the
type of screenings characterised above, a considerable number also attest to
an entirely different kind of use. They relate that in the schools they attended
or taught in, film showings did indeed tie in with the educational curriculum.
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As a rule, the titles they saw were projected one at a time rather than in series
(as was often the case with viewings of the more occasional type). In addition
to this, they were discussed thoroughly, either before a screening, afterwards,
or at several points in time. Barring practical impediments, they were project-
ed in the children’s own classrooms and in the presence of a teacher who was
knowledgeable about the subject at hand.>

Also contemporary publications provide evidence of a more ‘embedded’
kind of use. Without exception, those teachers who did indeed take the effort
of relating their experience in the pages of journals and magazines seem to
have shown films on a regular basis and in ways that suggest a sincere dedica-
tion to NOF’s educational objectives. Although such users did not necessarily
follow all the institute’s specifications (many, for instance, deviated from its
rules on the number of times films should be shown or occasionally admitted
a colleague’s class to a screening; others were also open to renting films that
did not specifically target an audience of pupils) they did live up to its ideals
in principle. As opposed to the teachers referred to above, they deployed the
medium as a didactic tool. The screenings they held were not intended to free
the children temporarily from their educational obligations, but rather to fuel
their desire to acquire the facts and skills which the programme prescribed.
In this process they took it upon themselves to guide the pupils in their inter-
pretation of what they saw, and to make them distinguish between what was
educationally relevant and what was not.*

Whether or not pupils got to attend projections of this type seems to have
depended toaconsiderable extent on the personal initiative of their teachers. A
witness from Zeist recalls that in his primary school, sixth-formers would have
a screening every month, while the rest of the pupils only viewed films once a
year (on Koninginnedag [Queen’s Day], a Dutch national holiday). Whereas the
latter were gathered together in large groups and saw titles that somehow fit
the occasion (for instance, newsreels featuring members of the royal family
or fictional shorts), the former got to see actual classroom films, in the pres-
ence of, and accompanied by, their own class teacher. An ex-schoolmaster
from Oisterwijk in turn relates that he organised screenings every week. As a
rule, they were attended by pupils from the fourth grade (the age group he was
responsible for). More exceptionally, some of his colleagues’ children could
join in too.2¢

Although evidence on the subject is scarce, it is safe to assume that teach-
erswho organised film viewings regularly often did so out of a personal interest
in the medium. Presumably, they were convinced that screenings might con-
tribute to the educational process, but they also found them enjoyable them-
selves. Written sources suggest that at least some of the people concerned may
have been small-gauge amateurs; others probably had more extensive expe-
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rience of the medium as viewers.?” Following Cuban’s example, I would like
to refer to them as ‘media-philes’ or ‘(classroom) film buffs’ (compare Cuban
1986, 62, 99).>® Considering their extracurricular interests and activities, it is
quite remarkable that these people most often organised projections within
the established boundaries of formal education - and by implication, of their
own teachership. In what follows, I hypothesise a little further on the logic
behind this choice.

TEACHING FILM USE AS DIDACTIC PRAGMATISM

On the face of it, the relatively more widespread occurrence of what I have
called ‘occasional’ film use seems a perfect illustration of Cuban’s observa-
tions on the limited integration of new technological tools in the classrooms
of primary and secondary schools. As a rule, the author states, audio-visual
teaching aids have been accessories to, rather than the primary vehicles for,
basic instruction (1986, 49, passim). A number of film scholars therefore con-
clude that the medium has never functioned as an instrument of educational
reform - in spite of what NOF and similar institutions abroad might have led
their readers to believe (Jacquinot 1977, 143; Renonciat 2004, 71).%

Cuban, I have pointed out, explains this state of affairs as a consequence
of a fundamental suspiciousness among teachers towards modern teach-
ing tools. Their mistrust, he argues, results in turn from a natural impulse
towards pragmatism: a tendency to choose only those educational solutions
which can be made to fitinto existing didactic structures (both procedural and
relational) and which do not hold the risk of making their jobs more difficult
to perform.

As it happens, the use of teaching films did indeed require a very specific
set of skills. On the one hand, it called for a certain practical adroitness, for
as witnesses testify, things did go wrong, whether because of the state of the
prints or the imperfections of the projection machinery deployed.*® In addi-
tion to this, teachers had to be able to plan their lessons with sufficient flexi-
bility so as to allow for unforeseen events — material ones, but also problems in
terms of the pupils’ behaviour. On the other hand, they needed specific didac-
tic skills. Users of the medium had to consider how they could frame what a
film said or showed, in which ways they could direct the children in what they
learnt from it, and above all, how they could maintain their authority in class
while lesson content was clearly passed on through some sort of ‘surrogate’.
The easiest way to dodge the above difficulties, many teachers seem to have
thought, was simply not to use films in class at all.3*

Another option was to deploy the medium, but in such a way that the
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threat it posed to established didactic structures was minimal. One way of
doing this was to ban screenings to the margins of formal education. In the
examples of occasional use which I described, the films’ viewing did not form
part of a lesson sequence - or, for that matter, of any kind of educational
endeavour. Within these circumstances, the rules which normally applied in
class were no longer valid. Retrospective accounts of such screenings attest
to merriment and rowdiness: conditions which, according to both teaching
film suppliers and educational scientists, were entirely inconducive to the
successful execution of a teaching/learning process of any kind.3> Within the
framework of the happenings which these viewings were, however, this was
more or less irrelevant. First, because knowledge transfer simply was not their
primary objective. And second, because the loss of teacher authority which
these circumstances entailed was likely to be temporary. All participants to
the screening were aware that once the occasion was over, regular school life
would be resumed and improper behaviour would once more provoke the
standard repercussions. They knew that if teachers, during such screenings,
seemed to (partially) let go of their power prerogatives, thiswas in fact a highly
exceptional kind of leniency, entirely bound up with the occasion.

However, the practices which I designated above as ‘occasional’ are not
the only kind that can be interpreted as manifestations of the teachers’ ten-
dency towards didactic pragmatism. In spite of what Cuban says, also the
characteristics and conditions of embedded use can be explained with refer-
ence to the instructors’ anxieties about the potentially destabilising effects of
the medium. They can be seen once again as attempts to avert or counteract
any profound changes to their daily routines, and especially, to the teacher-
pupil relations on which they had come to count over the years.

In my section on teaching film reception, I started from the assumption
that NOF’s user advice should be conceived of as aresponse to a perceived need
among its users - and I might specify at this point: among its most dedicated
users, since they were the ones who bothered to make their wishes known.33
The fact that the institute, in its writings, steered its readers in the direction of
a highly embedded type of use suggests that it saw this as a solution for some
of the problems which teachers foresaw. More specifically, NOF’s representa-
tives seem to have thought that the more its users tied in with existing proce-
dures for the deployment of other, more established educational media, the
greater was the chance that their experience of film would be a positive one,
which they would therefore be inclined to repeat.

In this context, the connection which the institute saw with current proce-
dures should not be interpreted too narrowly. Technologically, after all, film
was quite different from any of the tools that teachers commonly used, such
as books, wall charts, or various kinds of slides (if only because of its temporal
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characteristics). As a result, instructors simply had to develop new routines.
What mattered to the institute, however, was that film could still be used in
similarways. In practice, this entailed primarily that the items screened had to
be deployed as educational tools. By unambiguously positioning the medium
as an aid, teachers could ensure that in the eyes of their pupils, they acquired
at least some ownership of the arguments made.

Apparently, instructors who opted for embedded practices trusted NOF’s
judgement that the best way to achieve this was to use film as intensively as
possible. Like the institute, they were convinced that the only way to free the
medium of the recreational associations it evoked was to actively accustom
pupils to the idea that it did indeed belong in schools. Frequent exposure, it
seems, was the best way to get this point across. For the teachers themselves,
the repeated use of film would then become part of a self-rewarding cycle: as
time went by, it would increasingly further their educational goals, and subse-
quently, give them the satisfaction of a job well done.

Embedded use, in other words, should be seen as an alternative way of
dealing with the professional anxieties which Cuban considers to be so ‘natu-
ral’ for teachers confronted with new educational technologies. One option
which educators had was not to give in to their fears but to try to overcome it
by ‘mastering’ the medium (in all possible senses of that word). By following
standardised or slightly adapted procedures, they could let classroom interac-
tion run its everyday course, and this way, presumably, keep their own author-
ity intact.

As alastremark, I need to add here that even if the above is true, the option
of embedded, and therefore, intensive use was probably only attractive to
those teachers who already had a certain amount of confidence in their own
didactic abilities. More specifically, it required that they were convinced that
they had some credit in terms of authority, some kind of a ‘power stash’ to rely
on in the early stages of teaching film use. A factor that could help reinforce
this self-assurance was a lack of fear of the technology itself. As I pointed out,
intensive users were often amateurs in terms of film: people familiar with the
medium, either as a technical given or as a generator of meanings. Knowing
that they derived from this at least a certain level of skill may have better pro-
tected them against the many risks of its educational use.

People who were highly confident of their capacities as teachers, viewers
or operators, for their part, could allow themselves more liberties with respect
to the recommendations which distributors made. Van der Meulen, him-
self an experienced film user, leaves room for this in his writings. Although
the author emphatically condemns those teachers who deploy the medium
purely for purposes of entertainment, he does not at all object to film lessons
in which the participants are also encouraged to have some fun. (In fact, he
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even sees this as the main argument in favour of its educational use.) For this
reason, he is also less strict than NOF’s own authors when it comes to their
deployment rules (Meulen [1951], compare 7, 23, 31, 95 and 103). For most
teachers, however, the institute’s instructions constituted something to hold
on to, and deviating from them most likely did not become attractive until
they had already built up sufficiently firm routines.

22 (LASSROOM FILMS AND THE PEDAGOGICAL DISPOSITIF

In what precedes, I have discussed some of the ways in which classroom films
were commonly deployed in Dutch primary and secondary schools. My moti-
vation for doing so was that my interest in the NOF collection is due primarily
toits status as a user corpus (a status which it owes to the fact that it constitutes
the holdings of what was once an active médiatheque). In order to accurately
position my research object, then, I had to consider some of the concrete prac-
ticeswhich it has been subject to. For want of more concrete evidence, I resort-
ed in this process to formulating conclusions of a largely hypothetical kind.

In the picture I sketched so far, teachers occupy a rather central position.
In view of my goal this is quite logical, as it was generally the instructors who
took decisions on the basic conditions for the films’ screening. It was they who
determined in which location and physical circumstances a projection would
be held, and whether or not a connection would be established with the lesson
programme. In doing so, they defined to a considerable extent the framework
within which practices of classroom film viewing could take place.

However, it would be reductive thinking to derive from this that teachers
were exclusively responsible for the ways in which films were, or could be,
‘read’. Clearly, other factors as well contributed to the manner in which these
shorts were understood. As it is my intention, in the second half of this book,
to subject NOF’s films to interpretation, it is imperative that I round out the
picture I sketched above. Here, I attempt for more precision in terms of the
interaction between the various circumstances or agents that make up what I
call in what follows the ‘pedagogical dispositif.

I start off with a brief discussion of the notion of cinematic dispositif, of
which my own term is a derivation. Subsequently, I demonstrate how it can be
adapted - specified, but also narrowed down - to suit my current purpose, and
why this version of the concept is the most useful to me here. In this section, I
want to demonstrate how the dispositif notion can be turned from a theoreti-
cal concept into a practical, analytical tool.
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DISPOSITIFS OF VIEWING

In his introduction to an unpublished seminar paper, Frank Kessler traces the
evolution of the dispositif concept in media studies from the time it was first
used (the early 1970s) to the present day. At first, his overview suggests, the
term had a rather static meaning. In the work of Jean-Louis Baudry, arguably
the firstin the field to adopt it ([1975] 1999), it is used to explain the particular
impression of reality that is experienced in watching a fiction film. Baudry’s
phrase ‘cinematic dispositif, in other words, refers to a very specific specta-
tor positioning, which is conceived of as a trans-historical phenomenon. In
recent years, however, the word has been endowed with meanings that allow
for more flexibility. It has been deployed to account for variety instead of con-
stancy, both synchronically (in which case various cinematic dispositifs are
considered to exist one alongside the other) and diachronically (the dispositif
concept then functioning as a historiographic tool) (Kessler 2007, 7-9; 12-16).

Kessler himself opts for a pragmatic interpretation of the term, thus
creating the possibility to historicise, or re-historicise, the interrelationship
between a technology, a specific filmic form and a viewing position. Within a
pragmatic approach, he points out, the notion of dispositif can help take into
account different uses of the same texts (or types of texts) within various exhi-
bition contexts and/or institutional framings. As such, it allows for a concep-
tion of media history in terms of evolving configurations of hardware, text and
spectatorship rather than as a series of forms or formats following each other
in time, each with its own identity or specificity (Kessler 2007, 15-16).

One of the authors Kessler references in establishing his point is Roger
Odin, who has made some valuable observations on the ways in which insti-
tutional framings can affect the interpretation of filmic texts (Kessler 2007,
15). The tenet of Odin’s argument is that the reading role which spectators
adopt is linked to a considerable extent to so-called ‘bundles of determina-
tion’ issuing from the social space in which viewing takes place. Within this
social space, several ‘institutions’ are at work: normative powers that manifest
themselves both materially (in the physical characteristics of cinemas, muse-
ums, etc.) and as the set of interpretations which they programme or stimu-
late (and which he calls ‘institutional constraints’, contraintes institutionelles)
(Odin 1988, 91, and 1994, 41; compare also Odin 1983). While spectators are
often in a position to dissent from imposed readings, some of these forces
are near-inescapable - especially those which emanate from the dominant
cinematographic institution, that of fictional entertainment film (Odin 1984,
271, and 1988, 96).

While the author thus points out that there are other factors beside texts
and their readers which contribute to the production of meaning, his primary
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focus is necessarily on the audience. Odin’s approach requires that one con-
centrates on how spectators are directed in their reading of specific films,
both by the viewing situations in which they end up and by the institutional
conventions and traditions which govern them. In my view, the main advan-
tage of using the theoretical concept of dispositif rather than a conception
of readers as subject to various bundles of determination is that it does not
privilege either one of the players that contribute to the process of meaning
construction, and that it does not subject them to any kind of conceptual hier-
archy. The reason why I choose to use the notion, then, is that it allows for an
understanding of the interaction between its constituents (technology, text,
and viewer/viewing position) as an entirely reciprocal and simultaneous pro-
cess.3*

The Pedagogical Dispositif

As a theoretical concept, the dispositif notion not only has a tradition in media
studies, but also, among others, in the field of educational science. In a peda-
gogical context, however, the term often has a somewhat normative connota-
tion. In her contribution to a collection of essays mapping current uses of the
term (in the French-speaking world), Anne-Marie Chartier writes:

In the field of pedagogy, the term dispositif is often used in a banal way to
designate the organised, well-defined, stable means that form the frame-
work for repeatable actions. Among the dispositifs of education, the alter-
nation is [with] a dispositif that differs from the ‘classical’ one organised
around theoretical courses. (1999, 207)35

As such, she demonstrates, it often functions as a synonym of method (méth-
ode): a standard for teaching and learning, usually as prescribed by manuals
and sample texts or tests (Chartier 1999, 208). Dispositif thus excludes every-
thing that can be referred to as ‘practice’ (pratique): those aspects of the teach-
ing process that take shape in daily classroom interaction (210). This use of
the concept, she points out, is entirely compatible with what she describes as
“the technocratic idea that it concerns institutionalised, finalised machiner-
ies, conceived by decision-makers seeking to be efficient” (207).3*What is left
out here, in other words, is precisely the aspect of interdependency which I
singled out above as the dispositifnotion’s chief merit.

The second problem with earlier uses of a concept of pedagogical dis-
positif is that those who deploy it usually lend too much weight to the texts
which their analyses revolve around. Daniel Peraya, author of a piece on the
mediatisation of education published in the same volume, argues that the
genre characteristics of classroom films provoke corresponding cognitive
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positionings in their spectators (1999, 159). Fabienne Thomas, in turn, sets
herself the task of determining how structural changes to film texts can help
create a more desirable audience attitude. In this context, she speaks of the
“effectuation” of the film’s dispositif, thus suggesting that the latter is very
much a function of the text itself (Thomas 1999, 222). Both authors, I would
argue, fail to acknowledge the highly interactive nature of audience position-
ing, and in particular, the role which can be attributed here to the relationship
between pupils and teachers.

Jacquinot, author of Image et pédagogie, makes a terminological distinc-
tion which seems useful here. Borrowing her concepts from the American
theorist Rudy Bretz, she differentiates between two types of (media) commu-
nication: the kind which takes place within a system of information (systeme
d’information) and that which is characteristic of a system of instruction or
system of tuition (systeme d’instruction). Both types of communication are
vehicles for messages with an informative content; the difference between
them lies in the purposes which they serve. Whereas the first facilitates a pro-
cess of informing users, the second also offers them the opportunity to learn.
Another crucial distinction between the two systems is that instructing, as
opposed to informing, involves an element of control: it implies that someone
(an instructor) takes charge of (‘masters’) the conditions in which meaning
production can take place (Jacquinot 1977, 33-34).

The latter remark in particular interests me, as it underlines the relational
aspect of the dispositifthat I focused on earlier. In the first half of this chapter,
I pointed out that teaching situations are usually characterised by an element
of constraint, which derives from the fact that instructors and learners do not
have the same level of authority. Although those who teach on a daily basis will
confirm that in practice, an appropriate power balance is not always easy to
achieve, Iwould like to argue that a certain amount of coerciveness is inherent
to the educational institution itself. The hierarchical relation between teach-
ers and pupils may have to be reconfirmed upon every encounter between
them; it does not, however, need to be reinvented. As partners in a so-called
systeme d’instruction, both parties are familiar with the standard procedures
for interaction - whether they choose to abide by them or not. The particular
nature of their relation, in other words, is a constitutive part of what could be
called a ‘pedagogical dispositif .

One advantage of the dispositif concept which I use here is that it does not
reduce the figure of the teacher to a mere institutional factor, a part of a more
general ‘context’ which influences the spectators’ reading of a film. Above I
emphasised the role of the medium’s deployers in determining the conditions
in which viewing takes place. While the effect of the decisions they take on
the pupils’ interpretation of the material shown should not be seen too deter-
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ministically, it is important to foreground their relation to the children they
teach — not only for the purpose of appropriately valuing the more ‘contingent’
aspects of the pedagogical dispositif, but also for an accurate understanding of
the texts’ functioning as part of it.

Within a classroom setting, after all, the relation between instructors and
spectators, but also that between instructors and texts, is a very direct one.
An educator’s functional authority over the class he or she teaches, I argued,
is closely bound up with his or her presumed intellectual superiority (which
derives in turn from the possession of a body of knowledge that the pupils still
need to acquire). This authority, indeed, extends to the tools that are being
used. By showing a film to a group of children, a teacher inevitably approves
it as a worthy instrument for the transfer of those facts or skills which he/she
is supposed to pass on - a condition which in turn presupposes that the infor-
mation it conveys is considered accurate. The approval which is thus given to
what is said or shown - even if tacitly - is a crucial constituent of the dispositif
within which the films under scrutiny acquired their meanings.3”

THE PEDAGOGICAL DISPOSITIF AS A DISPOSITIF OF EMBEDDING

The above-mentioned scenario, of course, is not the only one imaginable -
even in the context of a project that focuses on the ways in which classroom
films functioned within formal educational institutions. In determining the
constituents of the pedagogical dispositif proposed here, I infer a screening/
viewing situation in which the conditions that apply to regular classroom
interaction stay in place. This configuration, however, could only have taken
shape in the event of what I previously called ‘embedded’ use. The reason why
I choose to privilege this user mode over its alternatives is that it constitutes
the most useful interpretational framework for the analysis that follows.

Inevitably, this choice of dispositif comes down to a reduction. Mak-
ing interpretational decisions necessarily entails that one privileges certain
angles over others or even ignores possible points of view. In addition to this,
one also reverts to abstractions. In what precedes I have amalgamated a mul-
titude of real-life configurations into a single, theoretical model. The notion
that results, therefore, is an artificial construct, more unified in nature than
the reality to which it corresponds. The act of reduction I performed, however,
isnotrandom, but is informed by some of the conclusions which I have drawn
earlier. More specifically, my choice for a dispositif of embedding is based on
the observation that in the case of so-called ‘occasional’ use, films did not
really function as didactic aids. To elucidate this position, let me return to the
work of Odin.
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Within the framework of his so-called ‘semio-pragmatic’ approach, Odin
claims that various institutions guide spectators in their interpretation of
the films they see. These institutions, he argues, direct them either towards a
‘fictionalising’, or towards a ‘documentarising’ reading. At a more advanced
level, they can also encourage an interpretation in terms of a specific sub-
genre or ensemble. For instance, institutional constraints can stimulate the
viewers to read an item either as a reportage film, as a ‘pedagogical’ film (film
peédagogique), or as any other type of non-fiction film (Odin 1984, 264-68, 272-
73).3°

Proposing a somewhat more interactive version of this analysis, I would
argue that it is the specific dispositifthat comes into being during a given text’s
screening/viewing that determines whether or not it takes on the status of a
teaching film. If what comes about is the type of configuration that I have des-
ignated above as ‘pedagogical’, then use of the term is indeed appropriate; if
not, I would choose to employ a different label altogether. The tag ‘classroom
film/teaching film’, in other words, is suitable only in the case of texts that
function as didactic instruments. The dispositif that this usage type generates,
in turn, constitutes the framework for my analysis of their operation as rhe-
torical constructs.3

Reading vs. Effectiveness

Those familiar with Odin’s work will probably notice that some of the interpre-
tive assumptions which I make here fundamentally conflict with the author’s
views on the activation of reader roles in a formal educational situation. In a
short paragraph on the subject, Odin argues that in practice, teaching films or
school television broadcasts rarely function as aids to pedagogical interaction;
in fact, he says, they nearly always undermine the sort of communication that
normally takes place in class (Odin 1989, 96-97). The immediate implication of
this assessment would be that in practice, the dispositifthat I described cannot
possibly take shape. However, I do not take the author’s standpoint here.

In his writings, Odin postulates that film viewers are directed in their
interpretation by so-called ‘institutional constraints’. However, the coercive
potential of these forces is not absolute: spectators always have the freedom to
deviate from a proposed reading, and choose an alternative one. Within a ped-
agogical setting, he argues, this is particularly common: pupils who are made
to watch films in class rarely accept the interpretation that is imposed. While
it is very difficult for them to decode the texts they are dished up differently
than the educational institution requires — simply because the reading order
given is usually too powerful to oppose - they do have the option of refusing
to interpret altogether. The result of this, Odin continues, is that the exchange
comes to a halt: there is no filmic communication, but no (proper) pedagogi-
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cal communication either. The author explains this failure to converse as a
result of the fact that the viewers are given two conflicting reading directives
(consignes). On the one hand, they are encouraged to fictionalise (because the
dominant cinematographic institution defines this as the ‘standard’ interpre-
tational mode), but on the other hand, they are stimulated to documentarise
(by the teacher, or the educational institution he or she represents) (Odin
1989, 96-97).

My first objection to this analysis is that it constitutes an unjustified
generalisation. Although the situation which Odin sketches is definitely
conceivable, I dismiss his conclusion that classroom viewers are inevitably
placed in a so-called ‘double bind’ (Odin 1989, 97). His assessment is based
on the presupposition that films, by definition, will never be recognised as
proper didactic tools, even if they are shown in a markedly pedagogical con-
text. However, this is not necessarily so. How pupils perceive of the medium
is largely a matter of what they are accustomed to: the more experience they

Still from the film Een wens verhoord binnen 24
uur: De post (NOF, 1953), depicting preparations
for the sort of classroom film viewing that is
taken as a model here. (From the collection of
the Netherlands Institute for Sound and Vision,
Hilversum)
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have with teachers who develop routines of embedded use, the less likely
Odin’s scenario must be.#

A second, more important point I wish to make is that pronouncements
to this effect often form part of a discourse centring around the potential suc-
cessfulness or effectiveness of teaching films or didactic broadcasts. In Odin’s
view, the near-impossibility for a so-called ‘documentarising pact’ to emerge
within an educational institution seems to hinge primarily on the teachers’
failure to adequately frame the films which they deploy. Other authors blame
it on the qualities of the texts that are chosen for this purpose; for instance, the
fact that they are often stylistically ‘backward’ (e.g. Smith 1999, 31).

For the purpose I set myself here, such considerations are definitely of
lesser importance. If one’s primary objective is the rhetorical analysis of a giv-
en corpus of texts, it does not matter all that much whether pupils, in concrete
viewing situations, did or did not adopt the readings inferred. In this context it
is much more relevant that within the functional set-up identified above, view-
ers were necessarily aware which readings were the most appropriate ones. In
the case of embedded use the situation’s pedagogical nature would have been
so obvious that children could not simply ignore the readings that were associ-
ated with it, but only actively oppose them. By implication, then, they had to
know full well what these preferred interpretations were.*'

Taking the above reasoning just a little further, I would like to argue that
the pupils’ consciousness of what they were supposed to make of a film is
actually the only given of which one can safely assume that it was shared by
a majority - if not all - of the people concerned. Therefore, I use it here as a
guideline for analysis.

CONCLUSIONS

In this chapter, I have set myself two goals. The first was to sketch a picture of
how classroom films were deployed in Dutch primary and secondary schools
in the period dealt with. In the absence of concrete data on this subject, I have
thought it useful to first consider what NOF’s normative writings reveal about
the attitude which teachers took to the possibility of the film medium’s use.
Combined with a few first-hand, mostly retrospective reports, the insights
which I obtained have allowed me to formulate some basic hypotheses.

My second purpose was to figure out what these observations on class-
room film use might in turn contribute to the analysis that follows in part II.
In the second half of this chapter, I have argued that while I have no reason
to qualify either of the two usage patterns mentioned as dominant, the kind
which I designate as ‘embedded’ would probably be the most productive
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model for analysis. Therefore, I have chosen to take it as my inspiration in
determining the characteristics of the pedagogical set-up that will serve as my
interpretational frame. In the chapter that follows, I further develop the links
between the dispositif notion established here and my principles for the read-
ing of sample films from the collection under scrutiny.
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CHAPTER THREE

Rhetoric: Text & Frame

INTRODUCTION

In his introduction to the National Film Preservation Foundation’s The Field
Guide to Sponsored Films (2006), Rick Prelinger ponders some of the chal-
lenges of what he calls ‘ephemeral film scholarship’. He writes:

As historically neglected film types gain attention, archivists and scholars
face challenges quite unlike those confronted in collecting the better-
documented fiction feature. In a universe of hundreds of thousands of
poorly known and largely undocumented works, where do we begin? [...]
How can practitioners compare similar titles and characterize their spe-
cificities [...]? (x)

The methodological difficulties which the author here associates primar-
ily with research on sponsored films (items financed and/or produced by
companies, associations or institutions, often for purposes of advertising or
education) equally apply to the study of titles intended more specifically for
classroom teaching. As in Prelinger’s case, my problem is that there is no
ready-made method to analyse the films I investigate; that is, no set of proce-
dures that takes into account both what distinguishes them from non-teach-
ing films and any textual variation that might occur within the corpus itself.
Attempts to distinguish between various kinds of educational films, of
course, have been made ever since the first such titles were rented out, both by
their distributors and by academic authors (often pedagogues). Staff at NOF,
for instance, based their classifications on the subject categories instated by
the curricula which the films were meant to support (e.g. Stichting Nederland-
se Onderwijs Film 1953). Others categorised titles according to their didactic
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methods or learning objectives. Some sources combine one or more of the
above principles with more traditional organising criteria, such as the films’
various generic features (McClusky, 1948) or narration styles (Alexander 2010,
54-56).> None of these classification systems, however, provides a useful start-
ing point for the much more encompassing analysis that I want to conduct
here.

Considering educational and classroom films retrospectively, more recent
academic studies have tried to develop terminologies that allow for distinc-
tions on a higher analytical level: a vocabulary used not so much to differenti-
ate within the corpus itself, but to distinguish educational films from titles
intended for other purposes and/or audiences. The most notable example,
again, is Jacquinot’s Image et pédagogie. As I explained, the book’s objective
is to determine how common cinematograph