UNITED STATES HISTORY THROUGH FILM

Teacher: Mr. Forster

Room: G13
Email: forstej@dearbornschools.org
IBlog: iblog.dearbornschools.org/forstej

ILearn Page access code snkgkh
Remind   @mrforst to 81010. 

Materials Needed: Binder, Tabs, Paper, Pen/Pencil

“It is possible to teach every branch of human knowledge with motion picture.”

“I believe the motion picture is destined to revolutionize our educational system and that in a few years it will supplant largely, if not entirely, the use of textbooks.”

Thomas Edison 1922

COURSE JUSTIFICATION: 

History is a body of facts that have been accepted by historians as valid and significant. History is seeing the past through the eyes of today. The main task of the historian is not to record facts, but to interpret and evaluate them. History is the selection, arrangement, and interpretation of facts for the purpose of telling “how it really was.” 

Like written history, contemporary Hollywood feature films are an interpretation of their society. They too may be considered historical evidence, for they share some properties with written history. Like traditional historical materials such as diaries and newspapers, contemporary films reflect the society that produced them. Twentieth-century films are a record of that time period. Rather than ignoring films as a source of history, we should use their power to advance students’ historical understanding and promote historical exploration. Both the filmmaker and historian share a common methodology. They study appropriate sources, then select and arrange facts to tell their story. But neither a single movie, nor a single article or book can be considered the absolute authority on a topic, for both present biased interpretations. Therefore, film evidence, as well as primary documents and journal articles must be evaluated in conjunction with other information on the subject, if a more balanced and truthful interpretation of history is sought. It is the historian’s task to separate fantasy from fact. 

COURSE OVERVIEW: 

A major goal of this course is determining what is valid in contemporary films and historical dramas. Therefore, this course examines Hollywood feature films and historical dramas as historical evidence. Students will view entire movies, scenes from movies and documentaries on various topics,  participate in discussions and write essays comparing that film evidence to information in more traditional sources, such as articles, film reviews and critical commentaries.   This course will be designed to allow and to challenge students to go beyond the textbook to learn about important periods and events in American history.  It is designed to enhance the themes previously developed in the United States History curriculum.  
Throughout the course students will be asked to do in-depth research and analysis on the accuracy of each film and respond to five broad questions: 

1. Is film a legitimate historical source? 

2. To what extent is film evidence legitimate? 

3. What determines the legitimacy and illegitimacy of film evidence? 

4. Is film evidence ever better than traditional historical sources? 

5. Can Hollywood films be used to teach and learn history? 

COURSE GOALS: 
1. To give students practical experience in critical analysis by evaluating full length feature films as 
    historical evidence. 

2. To motivate students to compare and contrast the validity of studying history through traditional 
    sources (i.e. textbooks) versus feature films. 

3. To use film as a means of motivating students to do research and gain in-depth knowledge of major 
     topics in United States history 

4. To improve students’ research, analysis and writing skills through the assignment of critical essays on 
     selected subjects that use film and traditional sources as evidence. 
5. To teach historical literacy skills which will allow students to enhance the way they examine and   

     interpret films as historical evidence both in the classroom and outside of school.
COURSE REQUIREMENTS: 
1. Do all assigned readings and research and pose your own questions [from the homework assignments] 
    to bring to class for discussion.

2. View all films/shorts/clips, etc., either during the days they are shown in class, or if you are absent 

     rent/download them to view at  home and take useful notes while viewing films.  

3. Keep a binder with all notes taken while viewing a film or during class discussions, readings, and other 
    materials handed out in class for you to read or use for discussions. This binder will be collected at the 
    end of each marking period and a grade will be given for general appearance and organization, 

    content, and quality of work.

4. An independent viewing and analysis of another film in one of the categories/historical topics covered 

    will be completed during each marking period. This will take the form of a short paper or project. 

5. A Final Exam will be given at the end of the course.

