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Abstract  
Film is a teaching resource offering great possibilities in the English language 

classroom. In the curriculum for the English courses at upper secondary school 

in Sweden (Lgy11), it is mentioned four times that film should be included 

when teaching English. However, most films are not produced for the purpose to 

educate, but to entertain. This essay focuses on how to select films appropriate 

for second language learning. My study examines the work of teachers at the 

upper secondary school-level in Sweden, and more specifically how they select 

films for English teaching to their students. Starting with the hypothesis that 

selecting films for language teaching could be problematic, my results have 

instead shown that, in general, the participants did not find it problematic to 

make film choices. Other important findings regarding what needs to be 

considered when selecting films include the following: checking for content 

appropriateness, re-using films, including important themes, considering 

language usage, using different formats of films, and using film adaptations of 

literary works. In general, there are many advantages in treating film as a 

language learning resource when teaching English to second language learners, 

which creates many opportunities for language teachers.      
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1. Introduction 
This study focuses on how to select films that both promotes language learning and engages 

learners in content appropriate for second language learning, and in particular how English 

teachers select films in upper secondary school in Sweden. The curriculum for the English 

courses for upper secondary school in Sweden (Lgy11) states that it is important that teaching 

materials that are selected by teachers can engage learners in receptive language and content 

appropriate for second language learning. It is explicitly stated in the curriculum that films 

should be used both for language reception and for the purpose of focusing on content. 

However, ‘film’ that is mentioned four times is a very complex concept because there is an 

infinite number of films that can be selected. Since ‘film’ is not further explained in neither 

the curriculum, nor in the text Additional comments to the English subject (Skolverket),1 the 

implication is that any film can be selected as a film to be used for educative purposes. This 

study focuses on how English teachers in upper secondary school in Sweden work around the 

possible problem of selecting films, and my research question is: ‘how do teachers select 

films appropriate for second language learning?’ My hypothesis is that the reasoning of 

individual teachers on selecting films greatly differs, indicating that guidelines may be needed 

for selecting films for the English subject in upper secondary school in Sweden. 

   

2. Background and theoretical perspectives 
The national curriculum is a legal text that guides teachers in Sweden regarding the aims, 

abilities, contents, and knowledge requirements for each course in each subject. For the 

English subject at upper secondary school in Sweden, a division has been made into three 

courses, English 5, 6, and 7. In English 5, making use of films in the teaching is mentioned in 

‘core content’ under the heading of ‘reception’ as follows: ‘spoken language, also with 

different social and dialect features, and texts that instruct, relate, summarise, explain, discuss, 

report and argue, also via film and other media’ (Skolverket, Läroplan 3). Similar texts are 

presented under the headings of ‘reception’ for English 6 and 7 as well, but with higher levels 

of difficulties. Film is additionally mentioned for English 6 under the heading ‘content of 

communication,’ suggesting that the following should be taught: ‘themes, ideas, form and 

content in film and literature; authors and literary periods’ (Skolverket, Läroplan 7). The 

																																																													
1	This	translation	is	made	by	me.	
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curriculum is a legal text, which means that teachers have to consider its full content during 

the planning and the implementation of a course. Since it is mentioned in the curriculum that 

teachers need to use films in the teaching, I am interested to find out how the selection of 

films can be done. To better understand on which principles films can be selected for English 

language learning, I have looked at research on why and how to teach the English language 

using films as a teaching tool. There are many perspectives on the use of films in second 

language teaching focusing on different aspects and offering insightful views on the 

advantages of working with films.  

   In “Reel Conversations – Reading Films with Young Adults” by Alan B. Teasley and Ann 

Wilder (1997), the authors list reasons for including and principles for selecting films in 

language education. Including films in language teaching is connected to that students 

nowadays already are used to films in general. Recasting the old approach of using films in 

education as an easy way out of planning a lesson is also important. It is suggested that films 

should be seen as one kind of literature, as well as that it can create opportunities for writing 

and discussions. The growing interest in visual media in the language classroom is another 

reason for using film as a teaching tool. Teasley and Wilder proceed to present five principles 

for selecting films. The first principle focuses on having an educative purpose and trying to 

fulfill that purpose with the selected film. This means that teachers should not use certain 

films as a starting point for lesson planning, but instead start out with a purpose for a lesson 

plan and then find films that successfully can fill that purpose. The second principle focuses 

on selecting films that students will enjoy working with, and that will be appropriate for each 

group of students. This means that when films are considered, teachers should ponder over 

possible problems with those films, such as themes of violence or sex, as well as consider 

whether they will bore or confuse the students. The third principle focuses on selecting films 

that the students probably have not watched before, and the reasoning behind this principle is 

that students might already have made up their minds about films that they have watched. 

This might lead to them having presupposed opinions, which might be transferred to their 

fellow students. The fourth principle focuses on the rating of films. If a film is R-rated, then 

teachers should carefully evaluate whether it will be appropriate to use. The fifth principle 

focuses on teachers standing by films that they have selected. Even if a selected film is 

greeted with resistance and complaints by the students, teachers should have faith in that they 

have made a good choice and hope that the students’ possible negative feelings towards a film 

will change when they watch it (4-11).    
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   In “How can film help you teach or learn English?”, an article presented on The British 

Councils webpage (2014), Kieran Donaghy discusses different reasons for how films can help 

teachers when they teach language courses. In order to practice second language teaching 

successfully, teachers need to make students motivated. Since students are used to films and 

TV, films will provide students with motivation, while at the same time students enjoy the 

learning process. According to Donaghy, using films can also give students authentic sources 

of varied language, as films offer good representations of real-life language. This is important 

in communities where the second language that is taught is not usually spoken. Moreover, 

working with films in the language classroom is recommended because it provides teachers 

with great variation of resources and teaching techniques. Donaghy notes that ‘film can also 

act as a springboard for follow-up tasks such as discussions, debates on social issues, role 

plays, reconstructing a dialogue or summarising’ (Donaghy). In addition to these different 

ways to work with films, different types of films that can be used are suggested. The 

examples that are provided are longer feature-films, shorter films, scenes from longer films, 

and advertisements. When it comes to shorter films, their great accessibility nowadays is both 

an advantage and a disadvantage. Finding shorter films to use is incredibly easy but finding 

shorter films that uphold high quality can be more difficult.        

   In “Film, Culture and Identity: Critical Intercultural Literacies for the Language Classroom” 

(2008), Mark Pegrum brings forth the idea that by using films, the opportunity for exposing 

learners to intercultural perspectives is greatly enhanced. Pegrum claims that films can be 

ideally used as a medium that focuses on sociocultural and critical discourses. He suggests 

that using films as a teaching tool could help students in developing intercultural 

competencies as a means for developing linguistic identities. Using films for education is 

categorized as a literary practice that is useful for the exploration and development of visual 

literacy. Watching films from other countries or regions is helpful in enhancing intercultural 

literacy because other cultures can be made visible through films. According to Pegrum, the 

use of films can expertly entwine culture and context with language, which is extremely 

usable for literary studies when it comes to linking reading and exploring the world. Pegrum 

adds that films are not enough on their own to fulfill the students’ linguistic and cultural 

needs, but they are a good starting point for those purposes (136-149).  

   In “Using feature films in language classes” (2008), Gölge Seferoğlu concludes that feature 

films can present language teachers with many different pedagogical options. One problem 

with foreign language education or second language learning that she acknowledges is that 
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authentic language input is hardly ever present. Feature films can present a sort of authentic 

language input that can help second language learners develop their language competencies 

and skills. Moreover, feature films can help students create an understanding for cultural 

issues. Seferoğlu points out that using feature films for language education is not the same as 

watching films in one’s spare time. Film education needs an alert and an active student who 

does not treat viewing films as entertainment, but as an important and purposeful language 

learning tool. Seferoğlu’s findings on how to select feature films are that the students’ 

proficiency levels and needs are most important to consider when deciding which films to use 

(1-8).  

   In “Developing Critical Consciousness Through Film” (2008), Justin Charlebois has 

investigated how second language learners can develop critical consciousness by analyzing 

films. In a content-based instruction unit at Aichi Shukutoku University in Japan, focus on 

American culture through watching a film led to the development of English language 

proficiency. Charlebois draws attention to a relatively new trend in language teaching, which 

is teaching language by focusing on course content. This means that challenging students with 

engaging material, for example through films, can help them in the development of their 

language proficiency. The American film The Color Purple was selected for this particular 

course unit because it focuses on dealing with gender and racial equality issues. Charlebois 

noticed that his language students found the film itself and its themes highly interesting, 

which of course is helpful when critical consciousness is one aim of the unit. Both the 

language learning and the critical consciousness of the students are developed when films are 

used (124-131).          

   In “Literature into Film (and Back Again): Another Look at an Old Dog” (2007), John 

Golden discusses the connection between literature and film adaptations, and notes that if a 

film adaptation is purposeful, then it can be a welcome addition to literature studies. Focusing 

on the differences between a literary work and its corresponding film adaptation has the 

potential to give students practice in analytical work. Golden describes working with film 

adaptations as useful for different kinds of literal analysis. For example, a search for literary 

elements in an adaptation can help students in understanding certain terms and developing 

analytical competencies that can be used for analyzing any kind of literature. To avoid only 

negative reviews and complaints from students about which medium conveyed a story in the 

best way, Golden encourages teachers to help students focus on the differences between 

books and films, and how those differences affect the students. This way of approaching the 
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study of literature is according to Golden a helpful way for students to learn more about 

literature (24-30).     

   In “’You’ve got mail’: a film workshop” (2003), Ali Nehat Eken describes how he creates a 

workshop at the Bilkent University School of Applied Language that focuses on studying 

feature films. In the article, Nehat Eken argues that if students can study feature films in a 

workshop context, then they can develop the four language skills of listening, speaking, 

writing, and reading. Films as supplements to what is being taught is admittedly useful, but it 

can also be important to have feature films be the subject matter of a lesson. Feature films 

need to be approached by teachers with the aim to improve their students’ skills and 

encourage them to think creatively and critically. If this is done, then using feature films can 

successfully help the enhancements of the students’ language skills. Nehat Eken also notes 

that if teachers do not have access to feature films, there are always ways to work around that 

problem: having the students watch a film that is scheduled on an accessible channel at home 

and organizing trips to movie theatres with the students are good alternatives (51-58).            

   In “Watching TV with a Linguist” (2016), Kristy Beers Fägersten discusses the idea that 

fictional television series can be used for linguistical educational purposes. By linking 

linguistic scholarship to television watching, an awareness can be raised pertaining to the 

representation and usage of language in the context of watching television. Different 

characters’ speech patterns, as well as typical uses of language in certain series can help 

viewers experience and explore semi-authentic language. The reason that the language is 

considered semi-authentic is because fictional television series always are scripted, meaning 

that the language that is presented in a series exemplifies a polished communicative ideal, 

rather than the imperfect communicative reality. Beers Fägersten discusses two different 

views on scripted language, where one is that television conversation and interaction are only 

a representation of real language conversation and interaction. The other view is that the 

imitation of authentic language usage makes scripted television communication similar 

enough to real language communication to be considered a good substitute for naturally 

occurring speech. Moreover, Beers Fägersten states that television is a good source for the 

development of linguistic resources, enabling exposure to language input (1-8). 

   In “Materials Evaluation and Design for Language Teaching” (2016), Ian McGrath argues 

that any kind of material used for language learning can be put in a material bank so that it 

can be used again by the same or another teacher at another time. McGrath bases this 
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suggestion on David Block’s idea around opportunities for language teachers to share material 

with each other. According to McGrath, Block suggests that a teacher should select materials, 

add exercises, try them in class and adjust them, and then post copies of the material and the 

exercises for other teachers to use. Then other teachers can try out the material in a similar 

manner, and finally, if the material and the exercises have been successfully used, they are put 

in a bank for materials, exercises, or activities for language learning. McGrath notes both 

advantages and disadvantages for this way of creating long-term banks for materials. The 

advantages could be that if many teachers collaborate on one material bank, the continual trial 

and error performed by different teachers might lead to that the original material is gradually 

improved over time. Possible disadvantages are that many teachers need to be prepared to 

cooperate on the bank, and if it is used by many teachers in the same school, then a certain 

class might have already worked with the same material that different teachers bring to a 

lesson. But if teachers collaborate on creating a material bank like this, it might be an 

effective way of saving teachers’ preparation time (127-128).  

   In “English Language Teaching Materials: Theory and Practice” (2010), Brian Tomlinson 

states that second language learners need to find their language experience engaging. He 

writes that ‘if the learners do not think and feel while experiencing the language, they are 

unlikely to acquire any elements of it (Tomlinson, 88). Tomlinson emphasizes that students 

need to be emotionally connected to the learning experience, either by being amused or 

annoyed by the material. It is important that students feel some kind of emotion towards the 

material, and it does not matter if that experience is positive or negative, as long as they are 

motivated and engaged by the material. Tomlinson presents three different principles for 

selecting and developing material that engages learners in the language experience. First, 

select material that is likely to engage students cognitively and affectively. Second, present 

the students with activities that will help them consider the processes that they are undergoing 

and give them personal responses. Third and last, select activities that help students think and 

feel during the three stages of pre-, while-, and post-working with a material. These principles 

can help teachers in selecting and developing different kinds of material that will stimulate 

and motivate students (89-90).    

   Ideas that are at the core of my approach involve the following: principles for selecting 

films in language education, different helpful ways of using films in language teaching, 

exposing learners to intercultural perspectives, authentic language input for developing 

language competencies and skills, teaching language by focusing on course content, focusing 
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on the differences between a literary work and its corresponding film, using feature films to 

develop students’ language skills, using television for the development of linguistic resources, 

re-using films by creating film banks, and making sure that films engage students 

emotionally. Aspects pertaining to the above are visible in my results and focused upon in my 

discussion, but first I account for my research method and the material that I have chosen to 

explore. 

 

3. Material and method 
In order to find out how teachers select films appropriate for second language teaching, semi-

structured interviews were conducted with English teachers in upper secondary school or 

Komvux (adult education)2 in Sweden. I decided to use semi-structured interviews as my 

research method because I wanted to find out the teachers’ perceptions about selecting films. 

Since Zoltán Dörnyei (2007) describes semi-structured interviews as suitable for cases where 

the researcher has some pre-knowledge on the subject but still does not want to limit what the 

respondents have to say (136), this research method seemed appropriate for the purpose of 

this project. The research question ‘how to select films appropriate for second language 

learning’ was developed into a set of more concrete questions. These questions were meant to 

cover the different ideas that were presented in the theoretical background. In this way, an 

interview guide for the interviews was created, (see Appendix 1). When it came to the 

selection of interviewees, the most important criterion was that they at the time when the 

interviews took place were actively teaching any of the English 5, 6 or 7 courses. Teachers 

were contacted, and interviews were scheduled via email. Six teachers were then interviewed, 

and the interviews were recorded and transcribed. These transcriptions became the data that I 

analysed. The findings were thereafter organized in thematic categories which are presented 

under the heading ‘Results’ by order of importance or relevance. For the sake of anonymity, 

the six interviewees are referred to as ‘Participant 1-6,’ the number of each being randomly 

assigned. My definition of the concept of films for this study has included not only longer 

feature films but also shorter film clips and documentaries. This definition was provided to 

each participant at the beginning of each interview.  

 

																																																													
2	This	translation	is	made	by	me.	
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3.1 Information on participants  
Six teachers have been interviewed, all of which taught at least one of the corresponding 

English courses at Swedish upper secondary school at the time when the interviews took 

place. For validity purposes, it would have been preferable if there would have been more 

participants in the study, but a limited time frame resulted in a restricted number of 

participants. Three of the participants were female, and three male, making that a good sample 

when it comes to gender selection. While participants 2-6 all are teachers at upper secondary 

school, participant 1 is a teacher at Komvux, where they teach upper secondary school-

levelled English to grown-ups. Regarding the participants teaching experience and use of 

films in their teaching, they had been teaching English at upper secondary school or Komvux 

for a span over 2-23 years, and they generally use longer feature films in their English 

teaching 2-3 times a year. However, they all use shorter film clips more often. 

 

4. Results 

4.1 Strategies for selecting films 
The importance of having a predetermined purpose with each film choice that is made is the 

most commonly expressed view during all the interviews. Many of the participants mention 

that having a purpose with each film is crucial, and purpose is by far the most commonly 

expressed aspect that determines film choice. Participant 3 says: ‘you need to identify what to 

accomplish and especially the work afterwards is important,’ indicating that before the film 

choice is made there has to be a clear motive on the purpose with showing the film, and what 

the students are supposed to do after they have watched it. Starting with the purpose is often 

expressed as ideal, but it is also mentioned that it is possible to pick a film, and then come up 

with the purpose for using it afterwards. This is exemplified by participant 2 who says: ‘the 

Deepwater Horizon movie was a movie we picked not as a complement to a theme but for the 

actual movie itself and then we developed exercises from that film. I don’t do that usually; I 

do the other way around in a film.’ It is then possible to pick the film before its purpose is 

decided, but it is more uncommonly done and seen as not as effective. One relevant problem 

that is brought up in the interviews is that the students might not know what the purpose for 

watching films might be. Students might be unaware that working with films is totally 

different from watching films for the purpose of entertainment, which can be problematic. To 
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tell the students the purpose for watching films before they begin watching them is suggested 

as a solution to this problem.  

   Regarding how to reason when it comes to checking if films are appropriate or not, there is 

a great inconsistency in what the participants relate. Some do not find it difficult to check if 

films are appropriate, and a common strategy to use is watching the films at home first. 

Another view that is presented is that films with scenes that could be inappropriate still can be 

used if the students are warned about the scenes before they watch the films. So, if a film is 

good enough but contains one inappropriate scene, then it might be a good idea to still use it 

but warn the students about the scene before viewing it. When it comes to whether films need 

to be appropriate or not, the opinions differ. One view is that films must be appropriate, and 

that it is quite unnecessary to use films that includes inappropriate content such as violence or 

sex. However, one participant prefers to expose students to reality, rather than checking if the 

content of a film is appropriate or not.  

   Many different kinds of strategies that can help when it comes to selecting films are 

suggested by the participants during the interviews. Some of these strategies are only 

mentioned by one participant at one time but in such a small qualitative study these could still 

constitute important findings. Half of the participants describe strategies that can resemble 

‘trial and error,’ indicating that one way to select a film is by picking one, trying it out, and 

evaluating afterwards if it worked and if it should be used again. Avoiding selecting films that 

are deemed risky and avoiding taking risks are mentioned as selection strategies. One 

participant mentions using common sense and course plans as their guidelines. Participant 3 

says: ‘I never just choose a random movie and hope it will be successful, that’s a waste of 

time.’ What they mean is that it is important to really think about the film choices that are 

made, because just picking films without considering if they will work or not is wasteful. 

Another view that is presented is that sticking with a film that has been selected is important, 

because even though students might dislike it in the beginning, they will probably like it in the 

end. 

   Re-using films as a good way of knowing that the films will work and as a way of saving 

time is also focused upon. By adding films that are often used to a collection, some of the 

participants have created personal film banks. These include films that have been successfully 

used, which makes it likely that they will work successfully again. In addition, picking films 

from one of these banks also saves time. 
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4.2 Different themes in films 
Many different themes that the participants consider important to include when they select 

films are expressed during the interviews. Equality issues are by far the most common theme, 

and a focus on racial issues is mentioned. The Civil rights movement in the USA is provided 

as an example of dealing with a racial issue that could be included in a film. Themes that 

highlight gender issues are also related and participant 2 provides an interesting example on 

their work with gender issues: 

When we for example talked about the Deepwater Horizon accident, that film, there are 99 

percent men in that movie and there is only one woman engineer, so that was a discussion we 

had, why is that and does it have to do with the kind of jobs they had, or the woman, she was 

typically female, she was screaming and she wasn’t the hero, why is that? Because it’s a 

Hollywood-production so we have that kind of discussion too, so I think about it because they 

are smart enough to see it themselves. So, it’s better to know that beforehand than get the 

questions afterwards. 

That the students themselves are likely to be interested in discussing gender issues makes the 

inclusion of this theme even more significant. Only one participant admits to not consider 

gender issues when doing film selections. 

   Otherwise, different kinds of cultural perspectives are adopted when selecting films. 

Cultural exchanges between western culture and other cultures are suggested as important and 

picking films from Bollywood is provided as an example of approaching Indian culture. It is 

possible that students both at home and in school mostly watch American productions, which 

makes it imperative to select films from other cultures. This is exemplified with The Last 

Samurai, which provides students with a comparison between the traditional Japanese culture 

and western culture.  

   The participants delve into the importance of considering history and historical issues when 

selecting films. Working with historical issues is described as a good way for the students to 

learn about other time-periods and gain historical perspectives. An example of this is the 

abovementioned Civil rights movement, which focuses on both equality issues and historical 

issues. The interviewed teachers find that different kinds of societal issues need to be 

considered and they mention the benefits of receiving life lessons and great messages, as well 

as focus on humanity and on others’ living conditions. 
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4.3 Language in films  
That language is important to consider when selecting films is crucial according to most of the 

participants. Participant 5 states that it is the most important aspect: ‘you know I’m going to 

look at something that has a lot of class, high quality language, lot of language, that’s what we 

look at here. This is a language course. So, we want them to have language and then learn 

about history or about social conditions.’ The participants discuss different ways that 

language reception is critical. Participant 1 thinks that using a film is ‘more effective than 

simply focusing on a tape, on an audio-tape,’ indicating that films become a good tool for 

language reception. According to the participants, films contribute to the development of all 

four skills: writing, listening, speaking, and reading, and all but one of the participants find 

language extremely important when selecting films.  

   The usage of English subtitles when watching films is discussed and two completely 

different views are presented on the matter. One is that English subtitles should be used 

because there might be students who have difficulties just listening to the sound and 

understanding the language, and then subtitles can be a helpful tool to help them with that 

problem. The other view is that English subtitles could interfere with spoken language 

reception. ‘They often have subtitles and I tell them to not use subtitles sometimes and to 

listen to the language and to hear the nuances and to hear how expressions are used for 

instance, and how they use words and so on in the film,’ explains participant 6.  

 

4.4 Student focus when selecting films 
Regarding student focus when it comes to selecting films, the views of the participants range 

from including content that is relatable to the students, to content that is challenging to them. 

That it is important to have a mix between relatable and challenging content is the most 

commonly expressed view, except for one participant who brings forth the idea that it is more 

important to widen students’ perspectives, meaning that selecting films that the students have 

not seen is a good way to challenge them. Some of the participants find that students need to 

be stimulated, and that films are a great tool for doing that. Used like this, films can be used 

as an introduction to catch student interests before going into more difficult work. However, 

relevant is also that students need to be motivated to watch films. Furthermore, to attend to 

the students’ interests in the films that are selected is mentioned as important. One example of 

how this can be done is provided by participant 5: ‘I’ve got IT-students who are very 
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interested in technological things. And we’ve used, it probably wouldn’t be a long movie but 

maybe a clip or a talk on that subject. Because I try to connect with their interest, and their 

program as well.’ Another view is that films can work as an inspiration for the students. One 

example that is provided is that if the students are to prepare an argumentative speech, then 

showing them an argumentative speech in a film can make the experience tangible for them.     

 

4.5 Different usages of films 
Regarding how to use films in English language teaching, the most common opinion is that 

films need to be used as a teaching tool that works no different from other teaching tools or 

language exercises. It is important to make a distinction between watching a film just for 

pleasure and doing a film analysis. According to the participants, a film analysis should 

include writing tasks, discussions, or other kinds of writing or speaking exercises. Using 

shorter film clips as a way of working with films in the classroom is promoted by the 

participants. Here are examples provided by participant 4: ‘there are a lot of short films, there 

are a lot of productions on UR for example that you could use. And it’s easy to find shorter 

films and ads. Adverts are a good thing to work with.’ The general view is that shorter film 

clips are broadly available and easy to find, and can be used in different ways, such as for 

teaching grammar, introducing themes, or concluding themes. Moreover, working with film 

adaptations as a complement to literature studies is presented as a good way of using films for 

language education. Adding film adaptations to literature studies is commonly seen as 

important as students get to work with and understand how one piece of literature can be 

adapted into another. An odd view expressed by one teacher is that film adaptations are not a 

good way of working with literature because the focus should be on reading a text and not 

watching a film. The explanation given is that students might want to take the easy way out 

and just watch the film instead of reading the book, which could be problematic.   

 

4.6 Resources and issues with films 
The participants delve also into whether they feel that they have good access to films, or 

enough time to choose films, instead of just picking random films. Having access to films is 

not in any way a problem because according to them films are easy to find and easily 

accessible. Copies of DVDs seem to be available at all schools that I visited, and there are 
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enough resources to make it possible to buy new films, if needed. In the cases where there are 

problems getting access to films, YouTube is mentioned as a good free resource for film clips. 

One participant says that their school has signed an agreement with the Swedish film license, 

which allows viewing certain films. None of the others mention this license, but participant 2 

says: ‘at this school we have access to almost anything I think except SF-films and Star Wars. 

We are allowed to show anything, so that’s good.’ This quote indicates that in order for 

teachers to be allowed to show certain films, their schools need to sign some kind of license 

agreement. Moreover, teachers can exchange ideas and films with each other. These 

exchanges facilitate both picking the films and getting access to them. 

   The views that selecting films can be time-consuming or that time is limited for watching 

films came up. Participant 4 says: ‘it can be more research to find appropriate films than 

finding text-based resources,’ indicating that selecting a film can take more time than 

selecting an exercise or a text. One other participant brings up that they are pressed for time 

and might not be able to use longer films but does find a solution to this problem in that they 

often use shorter film clips instead. Another view that is presented is that time limitations for 

selecting films are not that problematic, because when a good film has been selected it is 

important to settle for using that film instead of chasing after better films. In that way, re-

using good films is promoted because then the selection work has already been done.  

   Considering whether selecting films for education is problematic, most participants answer 

negatively. One or two admit that it can be problematic at times, but they do not really seem 

to consider it as a great issue. The way in which they do not address the issue gives the 

impression that at most times it is unproblematic to select films for English language 

education.  

 

4.7 Advantages and disadvantages of working with films 
Lastly, the participants mention different kinds of advantages that they see with using films 

for teaching English. One important advantage that many participants relate is that it is 

enjoyable to select films, and that working with films in language education is worth it, 

despite the possible problems. It is important that teachers themselves do not get bored 

working with certain films, and also that they select films from their own interests. Many of 

the participants have almost only conclusively positive experiences working with films and 

find that it is enjoyable to select films. Some advantages for students when working with 
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films in school are that students nowadays are more used to films than they were before 

because films are highly available on different platforms nowadays. That students have great 

access to films makes them much more used to watching and working with films. One 

participant argues that using films in English teaching is fun and unproblematic because 

students like watching films and sometimes it is easier for them to watch films than it is to 

work with exercises. However, how to define the term ‘film’ in the curriculum and the issue 

of progression are focused upon as problematic. Half of the participants are pleased when I 

define the term in a broader manner in the beginning of the interview, and they admit that the 

definition can be a little unclear and more specificity about the term is requested. Participant 3 

problematizes the importance of progression for the English courses, namely that films 

selected for English 5 should be simpler, and that films selected for English 7 should be more 

complex than films selected for English 6. 

 

5. Discussion 
The most important finding in the results of my study when it comes to selecting films for 

English language education in Sweden is that it is crucial that teachers start out with a purpose 

and then pick a film that can fulfill that purpose. This seems to be exactly the same idea as the 

first principle for selecting films in English teaching that Teasley and Wilder present. The 

exact wording of their principle is ‘know your instructional purpose and choose a film that 

fulfills it’ (Teasley, and Wilder 8). Teasley and Wilder provide an example of what this could 

mean, which is that if producing a film review is the instructional purpose, then the film needs 

to be cinematically interesting, so that the students will find doing the review of the film 

interesting (8). This idea, as presented by Teasley and Wilder and by the interviewed teachers 

might appear insignificant. However, I think it can be helpful for English teachers to keep in 

mind when they are about to select films because it can work as a guideline on how to think 

and where to start. In other words, first come up with the purpose for the film and then find a 

film that successfully can fulfill that purpose. 

   Even though the results on checking if films are appropriate or not are inconsistent, the 

overall approach is that selecting films that are appropriate is important. Teasley and Wilder 

relate that when they have picked films for English first language learners, they have opted to 

avoid films with scenes of sex or violence (9). The idea that it is unnecessary to select films 

that include inappropriate content is mirrored by many of the participants. Although selecting 
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films that do not contain inappropriate content seems to be a good and simple principle to 

follow, the opinion that students need to be exposed to reality is brought forth as an opposing 

view to this principle. English teachers in upper secondary school in Sweden will have to 

decide for themselves if they want to make sure that a film is appropriate or if they want to 

expose students to reality. However, the safest route to take seems to be to not select films 

that include inappropriate content. 

   Many different strategies are suggested by the participants regarding how to reason when 

selecting films for English language education. To use ‘trial and error’ is suggested, as well as 

re-using films and creating film banks or film libraries. These ideas correlate with McGrath’s 

suggestion that teachers can help each other with creating banks to save time on selecting 

material (127-128). The findings that my research show is that this kind of collaboration 

between teachers seems to be positively received. To select films that have been selected at 

other times is promoted by the interviewed teachers due to saving time and knowing that films 

will work successfully. The different kinds of exchanges and collaborations between teachers 

in creating material banks that McGrath brings up are mentioned as useful by some of the 

teachers. In addition to creating collective film banks, some of the teachers also state that they 

have created personal film banks. One aspect that is not problematized during the interviews 

when it comes to re-using films is that our society evolves, and films can become dated and 

that a film that has worked in one context might not work again in another context. What this 

could mean is that when selecting films, re-using films could be a useful strategy at most 

times, but perhaps not at all times. 

   The importance of themes in films is implied in the curriculum for English 6 and is also 

highlighted by the interviewed teachers who mention issues concerning equality, culture, 

history, and society. Pegrum presents the idea that students can develop their intercultural 

competencies via working with films (136). Similarly, Charlebois promotes film analysis that 

focuses on themes or content to help students develop both their critical consciousness and 

their language proficiency (124). The curriculum focuses a lot on having the students work 

with ‘living conditions, social issues and cultural features in different contexts and parts of the 

world where English is used’ (Skolverket, Läroplan 2). Similar expressions are common in 

the curriculum, highlighting these different themes as important to be included in the 

teaching. In light of the themes mentioned by the teachers and the idea that films are a great 

tool for integrating them, the focus on themes in films in the curriculum, and Pegrum’s and 
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Charlebois’ suggestions, I think that film selection for English language education needs to be 

theme based.  

   To consider language when selecting films is deemed important by the interviewed teachers, 

and specifically as they explain that films are a good tool for the students to work with 

language reception. This is in one of the very few areas where the curriculum actually 

presents teachers with what they need to consider when it comes to using films because it says 

that they should focus on ‘spoken language […] also via film’ (Skolverket, Läroplan 3, 7, 11), 

for all three English courses in upper secondary school. Obviously, English teachers must 

consider language reception when selecting films as the curriculum stipulates that the students 

work with language reception and develop an understanding of spoken language, as well as 

the ability to interpret content. Beers Fägersten relates that dialogue in television series can 

work as a language model for how to use language (5-6). Donaghy suggests that films can 

create opportunities for students to be exposed to varied language-sources that can work as 

representations of real-life language. Similarly, Seferoğlu presents the idea that feature films 

can help second language learners develop their language skills via semi-authentic language 

input provided by films (1-2). These ideas are similar to the ones expressed by the teachers, 

that working with films as a language reception tool will help students in understanding how 

to use the English language. Since the teachers deem language consideration important, in 

light of the ideas of model language, real-life representation of language, and semi-authentic 

language input that Beers Fägersten, Donaghy, and Seferoğlu provide, and because of the 

focus on spoken language via films in the curriculum, I conclude that one extremely important 

finding in my study is that when selecting films for English education, the language of the 

films has to be considered.  

   When it comes to the functions of English subtitles, it concerns primarily how to use a film 

that has already been selected. After a film choice has been made, another choice must 

namely be made on using subtitles or not. Some of the interviewed teachers decided to discuss 

using subtitles when they were asked about selecting films. In the end, I decided to include 

the findings about subtitles in the results because even though they do not explicitly answer 

my research question, the subject of subtitles is obviously relevant to selecting films. The 

opinions on subtitles differ, from using them to help students understand films better, to not 

using them in order to have students focus solely on language reception. English teachers 

need to be able to make the choice on whether to use subtitles or not when they have selected 

a film. In accordance with the findings of this study, that decision will not be an easy one to 
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make. To find out if subtitles should be used or not when working with films in language 

education was beyond the scope of this study, but it is an interesting area for further studies 

on the subject.       

   Putting the student in focus when selecting films is mentioned a lot by the participants. 

There are different opinions on how to do this effectively, but everyone agrees on that the 

students need to find films engaging. Tomlinson stresses the importance of selecting and 

presenting material that is engaging and that makes students think or feel (90). Donaghy states 

that if successful language learning is to take place, students must be motivated and 

stimulated. The different ideas that are suggested by the interviewed teachers range from 

selecting films that the students can relate to, that is challenging, motivating, stimulating, and 

that can help students widen their perspectives. Another idea on how to engage the students is 

to consider their interests when selecting films and making sure that they will find them 

interesting. Having a film work as inspiration for the students is also suggested. In light of the 

opinions expressed by the teachers and the ideas that Tomlinson and Donaghy put forth, the 

importance of this finding for selecting films lies in taking into account how the students will 

react to a film. As exemplified above, this can be done in many different ways though which 

way will be most effective is hard to say. 

   The participants mention that films should be used as a teaching tool. An important 

distinction is often made in that films in school is a kind of exercise and not for entertainment. 

Teasley and Wilder bring up the importance of not using films as a way of taking a break 

from the usual schoolwork. They describe usual English language schoolwork as being active 

in thought-processes, discussions and writing-processes. Films should therefore not be used as 

a break from those kinds of processes, but as just another tool that elicits those same processes 

(5). Similarly, Donaghy notes that films can be great starting points to base many different 

follow-up tasks on. These ideas go in line with what the participants express on this matter, 

that watching films in school needs to be active schoolwork instead of a rest from 

schoolwork. My results show that there should always be a process behind selecting a film; 

that it should never just be picking a film because of limited time or because there is nothing 

else to do. However, if in fact sometimes teachers just pick films because they do not have 

anything else to do or if films are used for taking breaks from regular schoolwork, that is 

something that perhaps none of the participants would have wanted to admit to me during the 

interviews. Whether this is the case could only be determined via observations that were not 

part of my method.  
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   Using shorter film clips in English language teaching is greatly promoted by the teachers 

who were interviewed. That there is great access to shorter film clips online today is 

suggested as a great advantage. Donaghy mentions that shorter film clips are a great way to 

work with films but highlights that the great availability can be a problem. This is because the 

quantity of shorter film clips can make it difficult and time-consuming to find clips with 

quality. Although this point of view is problematized by some of the teachers, they focus 

more on that shorter film clips are great because of the many different possibilities of usage. 

Perhaps this finding can be helpful in the sense that different kinds of films that can be used 

are suggested. When teachers are to select films, they need not immediately think of longer 

feature films but might instead look for shorter film clips.  

   Another important finding is the idea to use film adaptations as a complement to literature 

studies, which is encouraged by the interviewed teachers. Golden concludes that when 

students get to study both a text and its corresponding film adaptation, they develop more 

analytical skills than they do when only working with the text itself (30). Usually, working 

with film adaptations means reading a book and watching its corresponding film, but another 

way of implementing film adaptations could be to use a film that is not a corresponding 

adaptation per se, as suggested by Teasley and Wilder. These films can still work as 

complements to texts, even if they are not adaptations of books (8). One example of this is 

provided by one of the participants in the study, and it is to read texts that William 

Shakespeare wrote, and then to watch Shakespeare in Love to get a sense of the culture and 

the time-period that Shakespeare lived in. The expressed opinion that one should not involve 

films when working with literature because students need to focus only on the literary text 

itself, shows that there might be disadvantages with using film adaptations. However, there 

seem to be more advantages than disadvantages with using film adaptations.  

   Since all six participants state that they have good access to films, it is easy to conclude that 

resources are not a problem when selecting films. Hypothetically, access could be a problem 

when selecting certain films but the finding on this matter is that more often than not, access 

is not a problem. The teachers have access to the films they want to show and are also legally 

allowed to show them. The reason for such good availability is because schools are likely to 

have signed agreements with the Swedish film license. On the webpage of the Swedish film 

license, the rules for showing a film in school are explained as follows:  
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Nowadays film is a product that is accessible in a great number of renters of film or resellers, in 

store or at the Internet. But these films are intended to be shown in only private contexts, such as 

in the close family circle or friend circle at home. If you on the other hand shall show the film at 

work, for example, […] then you have to obtain the right to show the film in that context by the 

originator or their agent.3 

If a school would want to have legal rights to show certain films, they would need to sign a 

license agreement with the Swedish film license and pay for the license regularly. The 

participants in the study all seemed to be working at schools that have signed an agreement 

with the Swedish film license. That schools have the possibility for such a license is an 

important finding here because this license provides English teachers at upper secondary 

school in Sweden with the opportunity to select a lot of different films. Without it teachers 

would have access problems as there would be many films that they would not be legally 

allowed to show. However, suggestions on how to work around problems of access by Nehat 

Eken show that even if teachers do not have access to films, there are other ways of bringing 

films into the teaching, such as having the students watch scheduled films on accessible 

channels at home and organizing trips to movie theatres (58). 

   None of the participants have ever considered selecting films for English teaching to be that 

much of a problem. The idea that there are too many films and too many variables to consider 

when selecting films is not seen as a problem by any of the participants. On the contrary, they 

seem to think that the great number of films that exist should be viewed as a useful resource. 

Not even those with more than fifteen years of experience as English teachers relate that it has 

ever been problematic selecting films, indicating that that this subject has been relatively 

unproblematic over a long period of time. One thing that is related as rather problematic is 

that the definition on ‘film’ in the curriculum is somewhat unclear. The teachers do not seem 

to know if it means only longer feature films or shorter film clips as well. This seems to be an 

area where a clarification on the matter could be needed, which perhaps could be done in the 

curriculum, in the text Additional comments to the English subject (Skolverket), or via a 

course that could educate teachers on how to select and use films for English language 

teaching.    

   Different advantages for working with film in English language teaching are suggested by 

the teachers. On the whole, they all have pleasant experiences with selecting and working 

																																																													
3	This	translation	is	made	by	me.	
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with films and relate that the students most often enjoy working with films as well. The 

diverse ideas and possibilities for working with films in language teaching that Donaghy 

brings up in his article seem to be in line with the interviewed teachers’ perspectives on 

working with films. Since both Donaghy and the participating teachers find almost endless 

possibilities in working with films in language education, one could conclude that working 

with film should be more commonly implemented in language teaching. Working with feature 

films in workshops as Nehat Eken suggests, for example would allow students to develop 

their English language skills (58). However, the participants of this study show a relatively 

few feature films to their students each schoolyear. With the endless possibilities that films 

seem to provide, viewing 2-3 longer feature films over a whole schoolyear can be seen as 

underexploiting of a great resource for language teaching.  

 

6. Conclusion 
In conclusion, there are many advantages working with films in language teaching. However, 

there are several things that need to be considered when selecting films for the English subject 

in upper secondary school in Sweden. These are the most important findings of my study: 

• Decide on a purpose for a film and then select a film that can fulfill that purpose.  

• Consider checking if a film is appropriate or not before showing it to students. 

• Consider re-using films that have successfully worked before as a time-saving 

strategy. 

• Make sure that important themes are included.  

• Consider the language usage.  

• Make sure that students will be motivated.  

• Make sure that films are used as a teaching tool and not for entertainment.  

• Consider using shorter film clips in addition to longer feature films.  

• Consider using film adaptations as a complement to literature studies.  

• Make sure that a film that is selected can be legally shown.  

• Make use of the infinite number of films that exist. 

These guidelines will hopefully help English language teachers in upper secondary school as 

well as other second language teachers with how to select films that are appropriate for 
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second language learning. However, mine has been a small study and, for more in depth 

results, it would be interesting if a more extensive study on this subject would be conducted.  
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Appendix 1 

Interview guide 
1. For how long have you worked as an English teacher at Upper Secondary School/ 

Komvux? 

2. How often do you use films in your teaching? 

3. How do resources affect your choice of films? (money, access, time) 

4. Can you estimate if you generally spend more, less or the same amount of time on 

selecting a film than you do selecting an exercise or a text?  

5. How important is it for you that the students can relate to the content of a film?  

6. How do you make sure that the content of a film is appropriate? (language, violence, 

sex) 

7. Which themes do you consider important to be included when selecting a film?  

8. Do you think about the cultural portrayals or gender role portrayals when selecting a 

film?  
9. The curriculum states that students should be exposed to spoken language via film. Do 

you consider this when selecting a film? 

Could you give me an example? 

10. In your experience, do students develop their own language competencies and skills 

via film?  

11. Do you use film adaptations as a way of complementing literature studies?  

12. Have you ever experienced that selecting films for education has been problematic?  

Why/why not? 

13. Is there anything else you would like to add? 


