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When I’m asked why I became a teacher, 
my answer is simple —because I love to read.  In 
fact, my fondest childhood memories are of reading 
The Berenstein Bears before bed each night with my 
mom.  As soon as I was old enough to go to school, I 
discovered a new place to bask in my love of reading, 
especially because early on I was labeled an 
“advanced” or “gifted” reader.  My teachers loved 
me, and I loved school.  But somewhere along the 
way, reading for the love of reading fell to the 
wayside as the reading demands for school became 
more rigorous and controlled by my teachers.  
Opportunities for leisure reading became few and far 
between in order to make room for the required texts. 

This was my introduction to the world of 
classic literature, beginning with To Kill a 
Mockingbird by Harper Lee during my freshman year 
in high school.  To Kill a Mockingbird is heralded by 
high school English teachers for being an essential 
piece of our collective cultural literacy.  
Unfortunately, since the novel was published more 
than 50 years ago, countless students, including 
myself, have suffered through the reading 
assignments, wondering why they were reading an 
“ancient” text they had no meaningful way to connect 
to, dutifully taking a long multiple choice test or 
writing an essay at the conclusion of the novel, and 
likely spending a week or more in class watching the 
movie version of the book as a “reward.”  This 
experience seemed to become the recipe for studying 
most literary texts in high school, with the exception 
of the literary themes courses I took during my 
sophomore and junior years of high school.  Mr. 
Erickson, who was a bit of a maverick in the English 
department, introduced his students to Northop 
Frye’s Theory of Archetypes, but didn’t rely solely 
on the printed words to show the phases of the hero: 
he combined stories from the Bible, Star Wars, and 
films with actors like Robert Redford to make it real 
(and really accessible) to every student in his class.  It 
was engaging, it was fun, and it worked as a way to 
learn to really read and comprehend literary texts—
even the non-print ones.  

During the 2010-2011 school year, I found 
myself back in ninth-grade English, but this time as a 
teacher at Apple Valley High School.  AVHS, known 
for its  academic  and co-curricular  achievements,  is  
one of four comprehensive  high schools in  ISD 196, 

 
 
 

with an enrollment of 1,746 students.  Its student 
population is comprised of .5% Native American 
students, 6.2% Asian students, 7.7% Latino students, 
15% Black students, and 70% white students.  Not 
wanting to repeat my own experience as a student 
reading To Kill a Mockingbird, and knowing that my 
students had even more diversions competing for 
their interest and engagement while reading than I 
ever did (specifically, cell phones with the capability 
to text, tweet, Facebook, take pictures, record videos, 
and, oh yeah, talk, too),  I knew I would have my 
work cut out for me to ensure all of my students 
could read, relate and deeply comprehend a novel 
like this in our über-digital world.  Because my 
students are exposed to many types of media on a 
daily basis, and recognizing the importance of 
integrating multimedia texts in the English 
classroom, I embarked on an inquiry utilizing film as 
more than just the dessert for finishing the hard work 
of reading literature.  I wanted to know what 
happened when students approached film as an 
elevated medium rather than a second-class filler.  I 
explored the question: What happens to reading 
comprehension of a classic work of American 
literature when I combine Kelly Gallagher’s 
strategies for teaching deeper reading comprehension 
through “second-draft reading” with Alan B. Teasley 
and Ann Wilder’s strategies for using film in the 
classroom?  

 
What Does the Literature Say? 

To prepare for this inquiry about what 
happens to reading comprehension for Honors ninth 
grade students when classic texts are framed through 
film texts, I reviewed literature in the following 
areas: reading engagement, comprehension, and 
critical film analysis theory.   

 
Reading Engagement and Comprehension 
   “Comprehension requires transaction 
between the text and the reader’s prior knowledge” 
(Alvermann and Phelps 195).  Understanding a text is 
a higher-order skill, and skillful readers not only 
recognize words, but make personal connections to 
the text (Wood et al).  Students’ comprehension may 
be increased when they have the opportunity to 
interact with other students.  According to Wood et 
al., “When students are encouraged to say and defend 
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what they think—frankly and openly—in discussions 
with others, their responses grow deeper, richer, and 
more complex.”  
 According to Gallagher’s book, Deeper 
Reading, deeper reading comprehension is achieved 
through multiple readings of a text. “First-draft 
reading” is like writing a first draft of an essay—it is 
the draft to get the basics down, and the second-draft 
is the draft to read and comprehend more deeply.  
The final important step in deeper reading 
comprehension is leading students to meaningful 
reflection.  In other words, students must discover 
relevance and meaning beyond the teacher’s 
appreciation for a great story or the author’s literary 
skill.  Beginning with the self and expanding to 
others, students can understand a text more deeply by 
connecting its context to their lived worlds.  
 
Film in the Classroom 

In Reel Conversations: Reading Films with 
Young Adults by Alan B. Teasley and Ann Wilder, 
the authors claim several reasons for including film 
in the standard curriculum—and not as the “dessert” 
after finishing the book.  They identify the following 
reasons: students have prior experience with film, 
film is already used in the classroom, film is an art 
form, film viewing provides opportunities for 
discussion and writing, and film is a form of non-
print media from which students gain information.  
Their rationale complements Gallagher’s work.  
Because students are already familiar with film, 
viewing a film clip in the English classroom provides 
an immediate experience that catapults students into 
multiple readings of a text.  
 According to Teasley and Wilder, film is 
comprehended or “read” on three levels: literary, 
dramatic, and cinematic (15).  The literary elements 
of a film are the same as a written narrative—plot, 
characters, setting, themes, point of view, recurring 
images, and symbols.  They recommend helping 
students recognize these similarities by brainstorming 
how a movie is like a book.  The dramatic elements 
of a film are the same as those of live drama—actors 
with dialogue, costumes, makeup, and sets that 
contribute to the sense of place of the film.  The 
cinematic elements of a film are those that make a 
film different from a novel or a play—
cinematography, sound, editing, and special visual 
effects.  The authors recommend several familiar film 
clips to demonstrate the literary, dramatic, and 
cinematic elements of a film.  Once students are 
proficient at identifying and using the language of 
film, they are ready to view a full-length film to gain 
background information and insight about their lived 
worlds. 

Viewer-Response Approach 
The viewer-response approach is based on 

the reader-response theory of literature.  According to 
Louise Rosenblatt, comprehension is constructed by 
the reader through a “never to be duplicated 
transaction” with the text (quoted in Appleman 27).  
The reader brings his or her background, experiences, 
and reactions to his or her interpretation and 
understanding of the text, resulting in different 
responses for that text.  This theory can be applied to 
reading a film text.  According to Teasley and 
Wilder,  

 
When we read a text (or a film), we ‘decode’ the 
visual (and, in the case of film, auditory) cues, 
simultaneously giving the words (images) 
meaning and creating a coherent and satisfying 
interpretation.  The broad, long-range goals of 
literary (film) study is for students to continue to 
read (view) long after they leave school and for 
them to take responsibility for comprehending 
increasingly sophisticated texts (films). (49) 

 
One of the greatest advantages to using this 

approach is it motivates students to be active viewers 
by paying attention to details, discussing their 
interpretations with their peers, and supporting their 
opinions with evidence—all necessary skills for 
reading and deeply comprehending print texts. 

 
Lights, Camera, Action!   

Although my ninth-grade Honors English 
classes weren’t going to read To Kill a Mockingbird 
until after winter break, our preparation began four 
weeks earlier at the beginning of the second 
trimester.  To raise students’ awareness of the 
comprehension strategies they already use, I used 
Gallagher’s “second-draft” reading lesson (80).  In 
this lesson, Gallagher illustrates the importance of 
second-draft reading for making correct inferences by 
using three separate texts of increasing difficulty: a 
description of a hospital waiting room, the nursery 
rhyme “Humpty Dumpty,” and Dr. Seuss’ Yertle the 
Turtle.  After the first reading of each text, he 
discusses with the students what literally happened.  
Then he asks them to infer what is really happening 
by returning to the passages and finding facts to 
support their conclusions.   

I extended this lesson by applying Teasley 
and Wilder’s research using film to extend the 
students’ learning of inferential thinking.  Using 
Teasley and Wilder’s film terminology, I taught my 
classes the language we would use to read and 
discuss film texts.  I then used a familiar film clip 
from the movie Up (2008) to teach the students how 
to understand how meaning is constructed through 
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multiple readings of a text.  The clip that I chose was 
the four-minute segment in which the entire life story 
of the movie’s protagonist Carl and his wife Ellie is 
conveyed solely through dramatic and cinematic 
elements—without dialogue.   

Although it is easy to understand the gist of 
the story as you see it unfold, it is necessary to notice 
the subtle cinematic and dramatic elements in order 
to truly gain a deeper understanding of the literary 
aspects of the text.  For example, the symbol of the 
balloon becomes a motif throughout the opening 
scenes of the movie, first being carried by Carl on his 
way home from the movie, which eventually leads to 
his injury inside the house when he meets Ellie.  The 
sound of the balloon popping, a cinematic element of 
a sound effect, is superimposed on a camera bulb 
flash to signal the beginning of married life, where it 
is revealed that Carl works as a balloon seller.  Carl is 
frequently seen with balloons, even at his wife’s 
funeral.  This would certainly be noticeable to a 
typical viewer, but the critical viewer should question 
the significance of this particular symbol.  Doing so 
leads the viewer to make logical predictions and 
inferences, attaining a deeper and more satisfying 
understanding of the text.  The dramatic element of 
the balloon as a prop not only represents childhood 
innocence and playfulness, but literally serves as a 
vehicle later on in Carl’s adulthood when he finally 
embarks on his journey to Paradise Falls.  Being able 
to dig deeper into this film text, I hoped, would 
motivate my students to approach their required 
school reading with a critical eye and feel rewarded 
for digging into the greater complexities of literature. 

The day we watched this clip, I didn’t just 
push play and ask the students to tell me what they 
thought.  As teachers, we know how important it is to 
build anticipation and ground our activities in a 
purpose.  So, at the beginning of class, I shut off the 
lights and explained that we were going to start class 
by listening to a song.  At the end of the song, I 
wanted the students to name the emotion they felt 
from it.  In actuality, I was playing the video clip—I 
just wasn’t showing it yet.  This was easily 
accomplished with my computer and an audio 
connection to the LCD projector.  Anticipating that 
some students would recognize the song from the 
video clip, I asked students not to reveal the source if 
they knew it, but just share how it made them feel.  
After listening to “Married Life,” the students shared 
the song made them feel “happy” and “uplifted” 
during some parts and “sad” and “depressed” in 
others.  When I asked them to explain what gave 
them this range of emotions, they pointed out how 
the speed changes from fast at the beginning to slow 
in the middle before slowing to a complete stop.  

They also pointed out how the number of instruments 
and volume during the upbeat parts were greater than 
the slow and sad ones.  I then showed the clip and 
asked the students what was really happening in the 
story and what evidence from the text showed their 
interpretations were correct.  Students identified the 
plot line and used examples such as the upbeat tempo 
of the music with the shapes of babies in the clouds 
to explain that Carl and Ellie wanted to start a family, 
then the slowed tempo and the scene of a saddened 
Ellie and Carl in the darkened doctor’s office to 
interpret they couldn’t conceive.  We watched the 
clip again in order to confirm this interpretation.  
Being aware of the cinematic influence of the music 
to convey mood and the dramatic elements of the use 
of dark colors and depictions of the character’s 
emotions allowed the students to gain awareness of 
this text on multiple levels, as well as appreciate the 
benefits of “second-draft reading.” 

For the next two weeks, my students 
practiced applying their new skills of reading a text 
on multiple levels and second-draft reading to film 
texts including the 1989 film, Batman.  They 
discussed the techniques that were used by the 
director to influence how we regard the characters, 
particularly with regard to who has power and who 
does not, as well as the overall view of society’s 
obsession with beauty.   Motivated by the depth of 
understanding they attained, several students made 
connections between this film and the newer take on 
the Joker’s character in 2008’s The Dark Knight.  
The next day, a student brought in the video, and we 
chose the ferry boat scene to watch in order to 
compare and contrast the portrayal of the Joker in 
both films.  As we delved into the film’s literary, 
cinematic and dramatic aspects, we made some 
important discoveries.  In this scene, the citizens of 
Gotham are being evacuated from the city.   The 
Joker has rigged two ferries with explosives.  One 
boat contains civilians while the other holds 
prisoners.  He offers both groups a chance to live if 
they destroy the other boat.  After reading the film on 
the literary level, we discussed it on the dramatic and 
cinematic levels by sharing our observations about 
the characters’ costumes and the props used in the 
scene as well as naming the camera angles and shots 
that were used to depict the action.  It occurred to me 
in the course of the discussion, as we noted the 
majority of the civilians were white and the majority 
of the prisoners were people of color, that a deeper 
message existed.  By carefully noticing the artistic 
choices used by the director through repeated 
viewings of the same part of the text, the viewer 
could uncover a lesson with important societal 
implications as relevant today as it was 50 years 
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earlier when To Kill a Mockingbird was published.  
The question: Are all people truly treated equally 
regardless of race? 

Without meaning to, I stumbled upon my 
entry into To Kill a Mockingbird. 

In the days leading up to beginning to read 
the novel, the students engaged in discussions 
surrounding this question, and one of the major 
themes of the novel.  Having already identified the 
issue’s relevance in a film text, we read the 
September 2010 article from the Santa Monica Daily 
Press, “Primetime racial divide still exists.”  The 
author of this article examines the fall primetime 
television line-ups and points out how some networks 
exclude people of color in their programming or 
portray them in stereotypical, subservient or criminal 
roles.  After reading this article, I asked the students 
to choose a TV program to watch that night and 
report back the next day on its portrayal of people of 
color.  I expected this activity to elicit lively 
discussion, possibly even move my students to take 
action against this injustice. 

What I discovered was they couldn’t have 
cared less. 

Not that my students believed people of 
color should be marginalized in the media; they just 
didn’t see this as an issue.  When asked to respond in 
writing to the question, “Should the media strive for 
racial balance in representing people of color?” on an 
exit slip, students responded with variations of: “It’s 
not so much a matter of racial discrimination as it is a 
matter of choosing the better actor or actress for the 
role,” and, “It doesn’t really make a difference to us, 
we feel like we are making a big deal out of nothing.”  
In essence, the consensus was I was making a big 
deal out of nothing, because there was already racial 
fairness and equity in the media. 
 These early discussions revealed that an 
overwhelming majority of my students believed that 
to recognize racial differences was to be, in effect, 
racist.  Wanting not to be perceived as racist, very 
few students were initially comfortable discussing 
race in the classroom.  However, by the conclusion of 
our novel study, all of the students reported an 
increased awareness of how discrimination and 
prejudice exist within every single person.  
Examining the issue using a variety of texts read on 
multiple levels through second-draft reading allowed 
the students to reach a deeper level of understanding 
of something that affects all of us.   

For the duration of our novel study, students 
were placed in collaborative focus groups.  One of 
the most effective focus group activities, that 
required the students to critically examine a piece of 
text on multiple levels through purposeful second-

draft reading and consider dramatic and cinematic 
aspects of storytelling, was role-playing the trial of 
Tom Robinson in chapters 17-21.  Six scenes were 
chosen to depict this part of the novel: 

 
• Heck Tate’s testimony 
• Bob Ewell’s testimony 
• Mayella Ewell’s testimony 
• Tom Robinson’s testimony 
• The jury’s deliberation 
• The verdict 
 
The jury’s deliberation is not actually 

written out in the book, so the group that volunteered 
to perform this scene needed to infer from the text 
how it would have played out.  These students 
needed to understand how their characters likely 
thought about the case, and needed to convey the 
significance of the length of time the jury deliberated, 
in order to achieve a deep understanding of the story.  
Through purposeful second-draft reading and 
storytelling with dramatic and cinematic elements, 
the students gained a clearer understanding of the 
flaws in Bob Ewell’s testimony as well as deeper 
empathy for Mayella Ewell.  One student said, “I was 
put in one of the juror’s shoes so now I understand 
why they took so long.  They were brought up to be 
racist but they knew Mayella’s testimony was fishy 
but they couldn’t go against how they were brought 
up.”  Most students reported a positive experience, 
noticing how this activity helped them visualize the 
story, which led to greater understanding of the 
events surrounding the story.  As one student said, “I 
had trouble really understanding what was 
happening in the book and the role plays helped me 
understand better.”  It also helped the students relate 
to the characters, helping them better understand the 
characters’ motivations, which also led to a deeper 
understanding of the text. Another reported: It really 
made me understand the racism in this town on a new 
level.  I saw that some people in this town hated him 
[Tom Robinson] just because the color of his skin, so 
that helped me understand the racist parts of the 
book.  It also made me realize why the trial ended the 
way it did. 

Our final discussion centered on the identity 
of the mockingbird.  By now, unless students had 
completely blown off the reading, they figured out 
that Harper Lee’s book isn’t, as at least one student 
predicted initially, a hunting manual.  I adapted 
Gallagher’s technique of teaching metaphorical 
thinking by having the students create their own 
similes for this final discussion (143).  This lesson 
was introduced with the quote written on the board: 
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“Life is like a box of chocolates.  You never know 
what you’re going to get.”  Nearly all of my students 
recognized this quote from the 1994 movie, Forrest 
Gump right away.  As students came in, I handed 
each a piece of paper with one word written on it: 
love, life, shopping, school, sports, and animals.  
Students were instructed to write a simile for their 
word by filling in the sentence: “________________ 
is like ______________________ because…”  
Students shared and then discussed why metaphors 
are used and what they do to our understanding.  
Their list included: make descriptions more 
interesting, puts things in another perspective so 
more people understand it, used to explain the moral 
of the story (walk around in someone else’s shoes).  
Students then discussed the question, “Which 
character(s) is/are the mockingbird?  How do you 
know?  Find an example from the book.”  I wrote 
their responses on the board:   

 
Boo Radley—he is misunderstood by the townspeople 
of Maycomb, he is the person Heck Tate is referring 
to at the end when he says to let the dead bury the 
dead because it would be a sin to put him on trial 

 
Tom Robinson—he was convicted of a crime he was 
innocent of committing 

 
Bob Ewell—people are not born evil, but experiences 
make them that way 

 
All people—everyone is misunderstood/discriminated 
against at some point 
 
This was an engaging activity that revealed new 
understandings about the characters in the novel.   

After critically reading the novel and 
engaging in class discussions, students demonstrated 
their understanding of the novel in two ways: a final 
comprehension test given to all ninth graders upon 
completion of the novel and a written analytical essay 
identifying one theme from the novel and 
investigating how that theme is relevant in a film text 
and in the real world.  The test provided one source 
of data to determine that 31 of the 33 students in the 
sample achieved reading comprehension of 60 
percent or better, while the analytical essay served as 
a critical reflection that resulted in meaningful 
reading where the students recognized the relevance 
of the novel’s themes in media and the world.  Both 
revealed that my goal of framing this classic text as a 
relevant text today was successful as all students 
were also able to identify today’s “mockingbirds,” 
society’s victims of discrimination.  Students were 
able to relate to discrimination by ultimately noticing 

how “everyone” (a.k.a. teenagers) is judged for being 
misunderstood, which is one way to reinforce the 
relevancy of this novel today. 

By the end of our novel study, the students 
reported being more aware of the presence of 
prejudice and discrimination.  They no longer 
considered it to be something of the past or in another 
place, but something that still pervades our society.  
This was achieved through novel, dynamic activities 
that emphasized critical thinking and discussion over 
basic comprehension: learning to “read” a film and 
meaningful second-draft reading opportunities. 

 
But aren’t we going to watch the movie? 

It wouldn’t be a class novel without hearing 
this question, and considering the attention we paid to 
film study prior to reading To Kill a Mockingbird, 
totally fair.  Yes, we did watch the 1961 classic 
starring Gregory Peck.  But no, it wasn’t the 
“dessert” for all of the hard work from the previous 
weeks (nor was it a week free of planning or grading 
essays for me).  Because we owe it to ourselves and 
our students to purposefully frame all of our teaching 
activities, including the use of film in the classroom, I 
framed the viewing of the film with the question, 
“Which text conveys the theme better: the book or 
the film?”  Students created a simple t-chart to 
compare/contrast a theme that they chose from the 
book and collected textual and film evidence to arrive 
at a conclusion.  Of the 29 students who turned in this 
assignment, 26 believed the book conveyed the 
theme better.  One student explained:  
In my opinion, I think the book portrayed the theme 
better overall.  For one, it was more detailed and 
gave more events that weren’t in the movie.  By 
giving more details it actually helped you understand 
the theme better.  Though in the movie, it was 
somewhat easier to visualize because you had an 
image right in front of you.  It made it more real.  But 
the book actually allowed you to step into their mind 
and see things from their perspective more clearly.  I 
could more fully understand the personality & 
feelings of the characters, so I actually could see 
things from their point of view.  It made the message 
more clear.  

Another said, “I think the book definatly 
[sic] conveyed the themes better, because the movie 
left so much out.  I didn’t get all the emotion I 
received from the book, I just didn’t feel the movie 
connected to hearts.” 

 
The Bottom Line: Implications for Teaching 

A few years have passed since this inquiry 
began.  I am now back in a middle school setting and 
no longer teaching To Kill a Mockingbird.  It may be 
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several more years before I have the opportunity to 
teach this text again, but the lessons I learned from 
the inquiry makes it all worthwhile.  So much of what 
I’ve learned about using film texts to teach literature 
has already influenced my teaching of my middle 
school classes.  I taught a new film elective for eighth 
graders, in which students learned about the language 
of movies, learned about cinematic aspects from the 
movies, and learned how to create a film message by 
making a movie.  My students were able to recognize 
the allusions to Homer’s Odyssey in the Coen 
brothers’ film, O, Brother, Where Art Thou?  After 
completing a mini-movie unit prior to studying The 
Diary of Anne Frank and reading Mildred D. 
Taylor’s novel, Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry, my 
seventh graders were able to more easily make 
inferences in printed texts.   

As more and more non-print media infiltrate 
our culture, more attention will need to be paid to 
understanding how non-print texts can be integrated 
into a traditional literature curriculum to teach the 
critical thinking skills necessary for close reading and 
deeper comprehension. Teaching critical thinking 
using film texts is an effective strategy for guided 
practice because it’s an immediate experience and 
bridges the gap between the real world and literature.  
Learning how to read film texts is a valuable 
approach for critical thinking, a skill transferrable to 
improving reading comprehension for all students.  
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