
Teaching in the media is a 
fascinating beast. There?s litt le 
doubt that Hollywood?s 
coverage of the profession 
could ever begin to portray the 
level of variety and excellence 
that exists within it. 

 From ?To Sir, With Love? (1967) 
to Cameron Diaz?s loveable 
slacker in ?Bad Teacher? (2011), 
there?s such depth in cinematic 
and televisual teaching.  A 
question that rears its head is 
?can we gain any valuable 
pedagogical knowledge from 
TV-teachers, or do they exist in 
too farcical a world?? 

By Stephanie Maker
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Consider this ?gem? of wisdom 
from South Park. The episode 
sees the main characters 
?acting up? in class and 
generally making life dif f icult 
for their new teacher. The 
teacher reacts in a fairly 
standard way, which only 
exacerbates the problem. The 
class? old teacher, Mr Garrison, 
then makes a suggestion: 

Look, you can't counter a 
profane command with an idle 
threat! You must extinguish it 
with a vulgar suggestion! When 
a child says, "Suck my balls," 
you say, "Present them." (2000) 

In the real world, such a retort 

could result in a teacher facing 
negative professional and legal 
repercussions. However, 
teacher-training texts suggest 
dealing with similar behaviours 
with ?I-messages? and through 
?offering choices?. The 
effectiveness of Mr Garrison?s 
solution offers food for 
thought. 

The level of farce inherent in 
the South Park example is 
signif icant. Monty Python?s 
?Meaning of Life? gives a 
similarly ridiculous portrayal of 
teaching. Cogan and Massey 
(2014) describe the famous 
?sex education? scene in detail: 
?After the chalkboard 



ingeniously transforms into a 
four-poster bed, the 
Headmaster and his wife 
disrobe and deliver an 
unexpectedly practical 
demonstration of ?penetration 
and coitus, that is to say, 
intercourse? for the benefit of 
the class? ? They then draw the 
conclusion that by placing ?a 
highly atypical mock classroom 
upon the screen as they do 
here, the Pythons transform 
classroom education into 
something else entirely; as a 
result, their viewers invariably 
learn something.? Granted, 
Cogan and Massey dedicated 
their book ?Everything I ever 
needed to know about 
_______* I learned from Monty 
Python? to the didacticism of 
said body of work. 

As distinct from South Park and 
Monty Python, ?Dead Poets 
Society? (1989) is often 
anecdotally cited as the 
high-watermark of a teaching 
f igure in media. Indeed, 
Burbach and Figgins (1993) 
sung its praises before 
attempting to develop a 
taxonomy of ?teacher images? 
in American cinema post-1955. 
The pair classif ied the images 
into the following groups: 

- The Teacher as Youthful 
Idealist

- The Dedicated, Tough 
Love Teacher

- The Exceptional Teacher, 
For an Exceptional 

Situation
- Images of Incompetence 

and Buffoonery
- The ?Anybody Can Teach? 

Theme
- The ?Powerlessness? 

Theme
- Teaching as a Moribund 

Career
- The Teacher as Adversary
- The Teacher as Sexpot 

Further to this, they have also 
sorted ?images of omission?; 
they noted that ?we don?t see 
much complexity or subtlety in 
character development?, that 
?love doesn?t visit teachers very 
often? and also that ?we don?t 
see teachers do much 
teaching.? It can be seen that 
Burbach and Figgins are almost 
lobbying for a greater 
proportion of f ilms that take 
the tack of Dead Poet?s Society 
and position teachers in a more 
positive light. Rebecca 
Brittenham (2005) tends 
towards a similar view. She 
writes at length about 
television teacher, Mr Dixon in 
?Room 222? (1969-1974). She 
claims that the appearance of 
Mr Dixon ?marks an important 
transformation in what tended 
to be a pronounced split 
between images of teachers as 
ivory-tower nerds and as a 
licentious swingers?. Like 
Burbach and Figgins, 
Brittenham has found 
dichotomous splits in the 
portrayal of educators. In the 
article, she states: 

Long before Room 222 appeared 
on the scene, Hollywood had 
begun to replace the traditional 
teacher narrative established in 
Goodbye, Mr Chips and Cheers 
for Miss Bishop ? grand 
retrospectives that display the 
cumulative value of a teacher?s 
life through his or her influence 
on generations of students and 
often on educational institutions 
as well ? with salvation 
narratives involving a teacher?s 
passionate commitment to 
student redemption. 

She points to the fact that even 
while these narratives may 
seem positive on the face of it ? 
they neglect collective teacher 
action, and often posit the 
teacher as outsider. 

Both of these articles, while 
valuable, tend towards the 
valorisation of teaching. This 
fails to posit the fact that even 
woeful representations of 
teachers are inherently useful. 
Across his body of work, John 
Dewey points to this through 
his emphasis on the importance 
of ref lect practice. He states, 
?We do not learn from 
experience... we learn from 
ref lecting on experience.? 
(1938). The value of ref lective 
practice continues to pervade 
modern teaching texts; Dewey 
maintained that failure is 
instructive. ?The person who 
really thinks learns quite as 
much from his failures as from 
his successes.? Surely, given 



that teaching is an 
?apprenticeship of observation? 
as Lortie (1975) posits, there is 
much to be gained from 
crit ically analyzing ?bad? 
teaching in cinema. 

If  ?Dead Poet?s Society? sets a 
benchmark for cinematic 
teaching success, educators in 
a f ilm such as ?Ferris Bueller?s 
Day Off? are quite easily placed 
at the opposite end of the 
spectrum. The iconic ?Bueller?  
Bueller?  Bueller? /  ?Any one? 
Any one? Any one?? scene is 
probably the equivalent of 
nails down a chalkboard to the 
teaching fraternity. However, 
the argument could be made 
that it exists on f ilm because it 
happens in reality ? the old ?art 
ref lects life? chestnut. 

On that note, John Cleese 
proves to be an interesting 
case study, having appeared on 
screen as an educator, and 
representing a real-world 
Oxbridge alumnus with 
experience in similarly f ine 
English institutions as faculty. 
His autobiography ?So, 

Anyway? ? features several 
tales of his teaching 
adventures. He recounts a 
scenario wherein a teacher has 
invited him to lead a class in 
English, history and geography 
? despite feeling he knew litt le 
on the subjects. Cleese is told: 
?John, they?re ten-year-olds. 
Just stay a page ahead.? This is 
an axiom that is typically 
frowned upon in modern 
teacher-education literature. 
He goes on to note: ?I learned 
that the f irst lesson in ?How to 
keep order? is: learn the pupils? 
names?, and continues with: 
?The fourth thing is: if  you 
catch a whif f  of impending 
insurrection, use sarcasm. They 
just can?t handle it. It?s like 
shooting f ish in a barrel, or 
making fun of Donald Trump. 
It?s so easy; it?s embarrassing. 
Don?t overuse it: keep it 
for? that special occasion.? This 
insight t ies into the lesson 
given by Mr Garrison in South 
Park. 

Cap and Black (2014) asked 
much the same question as 
posed by this article. They 

wondered, if  with their cohort 
of trainee teachers ? which 
included a great number of 
mature age students, they 
?should util ize f ilm pedagogy 
to strengthen teacher 
education by deconstructing 
and ref lecting on f ilm curricula 
and take advantage of the prior 
knowledge of these neophyte 
candidates?. They lean on 
Butler (2000) to answer their 
query, who states: ?Film 
pedagogy can also create 
spaces for helping pre-service 
teachers develop a crit ical 
consciousness with regards to 
education.? 

In short ? can we gain valuable 
pedagogical knowledge from 
teaching in cinema? The answer 
is yes. Whether the insight 
comes from inspiring 
performances, or from ?light 
bulb? or ?never will I let that 
happen in my classroom? 
moments experienced while 
taking in negative portrayals of 
teaching, f ilm and television is 
a valuable resource for the 
teaching professional. While 



watching any movie featuring 
teachers, we should practice 
the crit ical media literacy that 
one aims to imbue in their 
students. For instance, if  one 
watched ?Ferris Bueller? as a 
student and asked ?how? he got 
away with it - as educators, we 
should watch his nemesis 
Edward Rooney and ask ?why?? 
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