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Understanding a Continent: 


Teaching Latin America through Cinema

In tune with professors Terry Lamb opening statement yesterday on the importance of student motivation, professor J. Snowman, in his book Psychology applied to teaching (2006),
 and F. Lorenzo, in his book Motivación y segundas lenguas (2006)
 [Motivation and Second Languages], promote educators to identify and work with language learners field of interest.

Amongst the many researchers Lorenzo puts to the forefront is Robert C. Gardner, first and foremost due to the fact that he confirms the importance of motivation to enhance theoretical and practical approaches to secure learner’s positive attitudes to their studies and tasks. As repeated over and over during yesterdays and today’s sessions there is no arguing that the use and implementation of visual curriculum has increased enormously in the last two decades and that the reason is quite simple. On the one hand we have the accessibility to information and technical tools (being aware of the limited 15% of the world population having access to the internet), and on the other hand, the fact that the learners of today have grown up developing their capacity to understand, capture and “decode” visual material. The promotion of sensorial learning, as Francine Masiello from University of California at Berkley put it a week ago at a conference in Washington DC, has been introduced into today’s learning to new extremes, if you will, -including hands on and self study, on-site projects, field-studies, etc.

The fact that today’s learners decode visually presented material at the same time as they engage in two or three other activities has led to numerous classifications of the present youth as the “sapping generation”, the “multiskilled” and “multitasked” generation … and I’m sure some others I´m not aware of. However, the school system has been slow in making use of the opportunities these new skills require – mostly due to teachers’ inability to de-authorized themselves and decentralize their teaching methods. We as teachers, instructors and professors have been slow in handing the remote control and/or the mouse over to the youngsters and it is proving to be a demanding challenge to most.

In the next few minutes I would like to share with you an experience from the University of Iceland, where film studies have slowly been intertwined as an integral part of language learning for linguistic, multicultural and socio-historical purposes.

Within the Department of Foreign Languages, Linguistics and Literatures at the University of Iceland we teach 13 languages. Some representative of a particular nations and it people, others representing many, even hundreds of millions of people in few dozen countries as is the case of Spanish. The ever prevailing urging question has been; how, within a three year study-program, it would be possible to represent the cultural and social multiplicity and the varieties of languages existing in the Spanish speaking world-when only a handful of teachers were involved in the instruction? Furthermore, how these far away places –alien and unfamiliar to the student-group– could be introduced in such a way that students would find it intriguing? 

Visual material, particularly films (ficture films, documentaries, short films –and lately the proliferate You tube clips) have turned out to be an outstanding tool. … But there are thousands of them! Films have been made in most Latin American countries –as elsewhere in the world- for the last one hundred years and last but not least in the context of this conference... – How can this practical and extremely effective working-tool be made to work?

Allow me therefore to outline the models we have followed these last few years at the Spanish Department at the University –and have become quite popular amongst the other language departments, lastly, for example, within the newly established Department of Chinese Studies.

The most important part has been the fact that the screening of the films doesn’t take time from the valuable minutes dedicated to instruction and learning as an operation of a film club is established simultaneously. That is, the films are shown independently, in the afternoon, on a wide screen in an auditorium, at the University premises and it is an obligatory part of the preparation for class to see the films. It should be noted that the students quickly figure out that many movies are available through the Internet and as a consequences they themselves start looking for other movies from the same countries, from the same directors, with the same actors, hence engaging and promoting further learning and study.

When arriving to the screening students receive a handout. On it they find an abstract, a set of questions and a list of on-line references they can use for further information. 



Turning in of copies = course schedule and handouts!

When coming to class some will have prepared and others not, but almost without an exception the students will have seen the film. 

1. In small groups they compare their answers to the questions.

2. The professor then puts the film in a historical, social, political and/or theoretical framework.

3. Furthermore, a supportive reading material (see study program) is presented by using the ugla university intranet.

After a short coffee break the group returns to a discussion / and or work session regarding peculiarities of this weeks films.


Allow me take few examples:


MACHUCA


UPPER / LOWER CLASSES AND RACES

Historical reality and private lives

Speeches of leaders, role of military forces, register and the role of media, etc.

AMORES PERROS
SLANG / YOUTH CULTURE AND POP MUSIC

Recent theories on violence, rooted-ness and rootless-ness, on “urbanías” and the so-called “forth world”

ANTES QUE ANOCHEZCA


Linguistic multiplicity, Spanish from different countries, visual play and filmic possibilities 

Baudrillard´s theories on simulacra, the definition of reality versus illusion, etc.

Quizas, as we say in Spanish to describe or express doubt, the most important thing is to accept from beforehand that not all is possible in a semester. 13 weeks of work, 10 to 12 films, 12 representative productions that are expected to give a glimpse of the hybrid, multicultural societies that compose the Latin-American reality is without doubt not enough –therefore the students are urged to go even further.  Their oral presentations, films reviews and final essays have partly to be based on research on other films than those we deal with in class. That way the autonomous learning and self-study are provoked and the learners are requested to engage in research projects that hopefully turn out to be just the beginning of a journey that lasts for life. 

Allow me to clarify that we certainly do not leave Spain out of the equation. 

Introduce the difference between fall and spring semester.

Introduce the article from milli mála (2009) – excerpts available.


Discuss and explain the film days (Ciclo de Cine) in April



student participation and production.

Now, to conclude!

When observing the traditional working method within the majority of Universities around the world, and not the least in the field of Humanities and Social Sciences, the reading of text books and narrative texts, has been the core of students’ activities –hopefully some tutoring and dialog as well. Consequently, teacher centered approach has been the dominant method within superior education since forever; -but it doesn’t have to be like that forever.

Due to new available means of communication, increased technical abilities and facilities, advances –together with exceptionally good facilities in most Icelandic schools –it’s time that we as teacher s step back – allow the students to teach us because my experience is that many of them, if given the opportunity, have a lot to contribute. When motivated and interested in the task they have ahead of them. They will go further than requested; they will do it with eagerness and be knowledgeable and informed at the end of the semester. Most importantly, they will have maintained their interest in the subject and hence, continue as active learners throughout their lives. 





Thank you!

For discussion!


Level of students (second year university students over 20)


Group, pair and individualized work


Learning to learn – study international criticism on films 

= descriptive and analytical, in English, Icelandic and Spanish 


Intertwine theory and critical reading and analysis, 

� Snowman, J. Psychology applied to teaching. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2006.


� Lorenzo, F. Motivatición y segundas lenguas. Madrid: Arco Libros, 2006.


� See also Pilar Concheiro´s article „Learning through blogging: an experience with Business Spanish students at Reykjavík University“. Málfríður, 2009, 2, 8-10.
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