
Wagner, D.-A. (2019) ‘Critical thinking and use of film in Norwegian 
lower secondary history classrooms’. History Education Research 

Journal, 16 (2): 274–90. DOI https://doi.org/10.18546/HERJ.16.2.08 

*Email: david.wagner@uis.no ©Copyright 2019 Wagner. This is an Open Access article distributed under 
the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution Licence, which permits unrestricted use, distribution 
and reproduction in any medium, provided the original author and source are credited.

Critical thinking and use of film in Norwegian 
lower secondary history classrooms
David-Alexandre Wagner* – University of Stavanger, Norway

Abstract
This article examines how Norwegian social studies teachers from lower secondary 
schools enhance critical thinking when using film in the history classroom. We 
utilized empirical data from semi-structured interviews with 20 teachers from the 
same regional area in Norway. The article addresses several questions: What are 
the teachers’ impressions of their students’ and their own abilities to be critical 
towards films? Do they use film to meet competence aims in the curriculum for 
eighth to tenth grade? Do they use film to enhance students’ critical thinking 
abilities? If so, how? The teachers’ answers seem paradoxical. Although they mostly 
consider critical thinking abilities towards film to be crucial for eighth- to tenth-
grade students, who usually lack them, most of the teachers did not clearly link 
their frequent use of film in the classroom to the development of critical historical 
thinking skills and dispositions, neither in their alleged goals nor in their actual 
practices. Although they partly recognized the empathetic value of history films 
and their worth for debate, the teachers generally overlooked a whole part of their 
potential. These results are consistent with those of other international studies. 
They probably bear witness to the predominance of a scientific conception of the 
use of history in school, rooted in epistemological beliefs that would need to be 
studied more closely in order to sustain perennial practice changes in the future.

Keywords: Norway; critical thinking; film, historical understanding; history 
classroom; history education; visual literacy

Introduction
There seems to be a general consensus among policymakers, employers, educators 
and parents about the importance of critical thinking, as a set of competences and 
of attitudinal dispositions, for students’ future professional and personal lives as 
empowered citizens of democratic societies in the twenty-first century (Koenig, 2011: 
1; Pithers and Soden, 2000: 237). In Norway, this concern has been reflected in the 
Standard Core of Competences and Knowledge since the Knowledge Promotion 
Reform of 2006 (hereafter called K06) (Johanson, 2015: 3–4; Utdanningsdirektoratet, 
2009), and in the 2015 report The School of the Future (Ludvigsen Committee, 2015: 
8–10) that announces the next education reform. For social studies and history 
education in particular, the K06 aimed at a paradigmatic shift. From the construction 
and reinforcement of a national identity around a common national narrative, during 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, history education has moved towards 
acknowledging diversity and enhancing critical and analytical competences, connected 
to the concepts of historical consciousness, uses of the past and historical thinking 
(Bøe, 2006; Koritzinsky, 2014; Kvande and Naastad, 2013; Lund, 2011). Nevertheless, 
it is generally admitted that the Norwegian education system grants teachers a lot of 
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freedom of action and interpretation regarding the Standard Core; many teachers are 
still quite attached to textbooks and to traditionally teaching facts (Koritzinsky, 2014), 
and the K06 and the textbooks are unclear about the concepts related to historical 
thinking (Johanson, 2015). In this regard, the new Education Reform, expected to be 
implemented in autumn 2020, aims at focusing on in-depth learning, critical thinking, 
ethical consciousness and democratic citizenship to equip students with the context 
behind fast-evolving economies and societies (Sanner, 2018). This is in line with the 
relevance of digital and media literacies in twenty-first century skills (Ananiadou and 
Claro, 2009) for citizens in democratic societies overwhelmed by a growing flow of 
digital and visual media in the last two decades and now under attack from a post-
truth culture (Journell, 2017). For social studies, and history particularly, this entails 
prioritizing core elements including historical thinking/historical literacy and historical 
consciousness (Ekroll and Helland, 2017), in addition to media and film literacy as a 
basic competence (Ludvigsen Committee, 2015: 8–10).

However, although history films seem to be one of the resources most used 
in the history class in Norway (Wagner, 2018), as in many other developed countries 
(Boutonnet, 2013: 108–9; Donnelly, 2010: 1; Héry-Vielpeau, 2012: 1; Marcus et al., 2010: 
3; Russell, 2007: 6; Wehen, 2012: 51), there has been so far no study of how Norwegian 
lower secondary school teachers integrate critical thinking activities when using films. 
The purpose of this article is to fill a part of this gap by presenting some results from a 
qualitative survey performed in 2016 among 20 lower secondary school teachers from 
the same regional area in Norway.

Theoretical framework: Teaching critical thinking with 
history film
The major role that history films play in disseminating, representing and influencing 
people’s beliefs about the past has been widely acknowledged (Ferro, 1993; O’Connor, 
1988; Seixas, 1994; Wineburg et al., 2001). As such, history films contribute to the 
public discourse about the past (Rosenstone, 2006) and have become a common 
resource in history classrooms (Donnelly, 2010: 1; Marcus et al., 2010: 3; Wagner, 2018: 
23). In addition, despite a lore of stereotypes and research studies about teachers’ 
non-purposeful uses of film in the classroom (Hobbs, 1999, 2006), the potential of film 
for teaching history in school has also been largely recognized. Beyond being a lively 
illustration of a putative past, film can be used to develop higher-order thinking skills 
of critical and historical thinking (Marcus et al., 2010; Russell, 2007; Woelders, 2007). To 
promote critical historical thinking in relation to audiovisual representations, or what 
has been called a historical film literacy, has become a necessity (Metzger, 2007, 2010).

Although the concept of critical thinking has traditionally involved a battle 
between many competing definitions, it has been defined as a combination of skills 
and attitudinal dispositions (Huber and Kuncel, 2016: 434–5; Lai, 2011: 9–11). Critical 
thinking can be understood as the ability to perceive the relationships between text, in 
a broad sense, and context (Freire and Macedo, 1987: 29), and to deduce and evaluate 
conclusions from information or data, as well as to gauge their validity and authority 
as evidence (Pascarella and Terenzini, 1991: 118). Critical pedagogical approaches may 
also be added to those skills that spur students to materialize their critical thinking 
through actions (for example, by performing social actions, conducting research and 
presenting their understandings publicly) (Fajardo, 2015). Critical thinking can also 
be defined as a reflexive attitude that is not limited to texts (of all kinds), but that is 
required for a large range of tasks (such as investing money, driving a car, shopping 
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or making political choices) (McPeck, 1984: 30). In that sense, it is not only a general 
ability but almost always a domain-specific competence that needs some field-specific 
expertise (Kuncel, n.d.; McPeck, 1981).

Still, how do we define critical historical thinking when we want to address the 
beliefs and practices regarding history films of our Norwegian teachers? We have 
chosen different concepts related to historical thinking: sourcing, contextualization, 
close reading and corroboration (Wineburg, 2010); the Big Six (Lévesque, 2008; 
Seixas and Morton, 2013): historical significance, historical evidence, continuity and 
change, causes and consequences, historical perspectives, ethical dimensions; and 
also the concept of historical consciousness introduced by Jörn Rüsen in the 1970s 
(Seixas, 2004), and the notion of history as a construct about the past (White, 1988). 
We have also added pedagogical practices enhancing a shared authority between 
teacher and students, and engaging and supporting students’ dialogue and initiatives 
(Robinson, 2011).

Although the research about teaching history through film was abundant in 
the first half of the twentieth century, these surveys were most often quantitative and 
offered poor results. Since the 1960s and the cognitive revolution initiated in the 1980s, 
the research has been much scarcer and has changed focus towards qualitative studies 
investigating the potential of film to enhance historical thinking (Marcus and Stoddard, 
2007: 588; Paxton and Marcus, 2018; Stoddard, 2012: 273). The goal of this study is to 
identify how a sample of Norwegian history teachers asserted that they utilize films 
in their social studies classes in order to promote critical historical thinking. We have 
analysed them through the lens of a supposed effective utilization, implying that history 
film can be used to promote in-depth learning and high-order thinking skills that go 
beyond the acquisition of factual knowledge.

Former studies
A number of international surveys, of varying natures, have been performed about 
teachers’ use of film in the history or the social studies classroom. In France, Poirier 
(1995) and her team gathered answers from 314 history teachers from lower secondary 
schools (N=226) and high schools (N=88) across France. Among the 57 questions 
asked by Poirier, only one question directly concerned the use of films in relation to 
critical literacy; it asked teachers whether they believed that teachers generally used 
films to serve as historical sources or rather to instil content knowledge. Only 9 per 
cent answered that they used films as sources, while 29 per cent answered that they 
did both (Poirier, 1995: 25). However, three other indirect questions brought to light 
that a critical use of film was reserved for high school and was not a reality at lower 
secondary level (ibid.: 74).

In the USA, William B. Russell’s (2012) online survey of 249 social studies teachers 
from secondary schools is difficult to interpret and did not shed light on their practices 
related to critical thinking. On the other hand, Marcus and Stoddard’s (2007) seminal 
study, of 85 high school teachers from Wisconsin and Connecticut, underlined that 
only a handful of their respondents mentioned using film as a representation of history 
or an alternative historical source. They mainly used films as an illustration of the past, 
thus exploiting the empathetic power of the movies, but little is known about their use 
of film to enhance critical thinking (Marcus and Stoddard, 2007: 308–12).

In Australia, Debra Donnelly (2010, 2014) performed a substantial study on 
203 teachers, followed up by in-depth interviews (N=30) and classroom observations 
(N=6). A very small proportion (8 per cent) of the respondents cited film as a useful 
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medium to teach historiography and the nature of historical knowledge; few teachers 
applied source analysis techniques to films, commented on the ways films manipulate 
the audience, or connected film with issues of historical thinking or the constructive 
nature of historical representations. There was an overall neglect of teaching explicitly 
about historical representation and critical literacy skills. However, some teachers 
addressed issues related to historical consciousness, and a large majority (72 per cent) 
encouraged empathy as perspective-taking, but they generally felt uncomfortable 
with the empathetic power of the movies and its link to caring and taking action or 
demonstrating citizenship (Donnelly, 2014: 7–11). 

In the UK, Blake and Cain (2011) carried out a survey gathering postal 
questionnaires from 30 secondary school teachers (teaching 11–18 year olds) from 
North-East England. While a number of teachers routinely developed historical 
consciousness using films, they generally did not approach films as historical sources 
or as resources to enhance critical or historical thinking (Blake and Cain, 2011: 94).

In Germany, Britta Almut Wehen (2012) carried out an online survey with teachers 
from fifth to twelfth grade (N=274) from a few Länder. History films were mainly a 
conveyor of subject content matter and were infrequently examined as a source or 
a representation of the past. In addition, more than 50 per cent of the respondents 
considered that films generally gave an authentic image of the past. However, the 
same proportion discussed in class the relationship between films and their students’ 
historical consciousness (Wehen, 2012: 51–5).

In Québec, Sasseville and Marquis (2015) interrogated 52 secondary school 
history teachers over the phone before conducting in-depth interviews with 6 of them. 
None of their respondents (N=52) mentioned film as a method of teaching historical 
thinking, but some of them spoke of it in relation to the understanding of complex 
concepts. The school activities were chiefly about the explicit content of the films and 
its value as an illustration of subject matter (Sasseville and Marquis, 2015: 20).

In Scandinavia, the practices of a limited number of high school teachers were 
investigated in Sweden (N=8) (Hultkrantz, 2016) and in Norway (N=19) (Wagner, 2018). 
Hultkrantz read these practices through the lens of Klas-Göran Karlsson’s typology of 
the uses of history (Karlsson, 2004). She managed to characterize general modalities 
and challenges, and to identify six different strategies of film use. Some of these 
are closely related to critical thinking activities, but she did not address this aspect 
specifically, and the size of her sample limits them to individual cases. Wagner’s study 
touched upon the same questions for Norwegian high school teachers as our survey, 
but on critical thinking aspects it did not reveal as much detail as the present survey. It 
appears that a little more than 30 per cent of these high school teachers used history 
films to engage high-order thinking activities in practice. 

Our survey
We carried out interviews with 20 social studies teachers from four lower secondary 
schools from the same regional area in south-west Norway. Lower secondary school 
in Norway encompasses three years from eighth to tenth grade (ages 13–15) after 
elementary school (ages 6–12) and before upper secondary (ages 16–18). Admission to 
upper secondary school requires students to choose specialisms, and it is competitive: 
all students applying will be admitted somewhere, but not necessarily to their first choice 
of school. Social studies includes three main topics: history, society and geography. In 
our sample, a majority of teachers devoted an equal amount of time to each topic. 
The standard is three history lessons (two and a half hours) a week over 11 weeks 
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annually. The other teachers allocated less time to geography, while treating history 
and society equally, or assigned a little more time to history. The history curriculum 
in eighth grade covers Norway’s history, the revolutions in Western countries and the 
development of nationalism and imperialism from the end of the eighteenth century 
until the beginning of the twentieth century. The ninth grade deals with the period of 
the two world wars, while tenth grade comprises world history since 1945. Norwegian 
teachers usually teach at least two different subjects, English and mathematics for 
example, and usually follow the same classes in these disciplines from the eighth to 
tenth grade. Teacher education varies from one to three years, in addition to at least 
one year in pedagogy. 

We recruited 20 teacher volunteers and conducted a semi-structured in-depth 
interview with each of them. We followed the formal ethical rules of confidentiality 
and personal data protection required by the Norwegian Social Science Data Services 
(NSD). The participants volunteered freely, and were informed that their interviews 
would be anonymized and that they could withdraw from the study at any point and 
without explanation. Participants were selected following a convenience sample 
(Highhouse and Gillespie, 2009; Thagaard, 1998: 111).

Table 1 provides information about our respondents’ school, gender, age and 
years of experience. Our sample is a convenience sample that is geographically coherent 
and fairly balanced regarding gender (9 women, 11 men) and years of experience (with 
nearly equal numbers of men and women in each category), but heterogeneous with 
regard to school and age: teachers from Schools C and D are over-represented, and 
eight out of nine female interviewees were age 36 to 55, while the majority of male 
respondents were age 26 to 35. 

Table 1: School, gender and years of experience of the interviewed teachers

School Informant Gender Age Years of experience

A 9 M 26–35 1–5

  15 F 36–45 1–5

B 6 M 26–35 6–10

  8 F 36–45 6–10

  14 F 26–35 6–10

C 4 F 46–55 1–5

  5 F 36–45 1–5

  7 M 26–35 6–10

  10 F 46–55 16–25

  11 M 36–45 16–25

  19 M 46–55 1–5

D 1 M 26–35 6–10

  2 F 46–55 6–10

  3 M 36–45 6–10

  12 M 26–35 6–10

  13 M 36–45 6–10

  16 M 26–35 1–5

  17 F 36–45 6–10

  18 M 46–55 >25

  20 F 46–55 >25
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Validity and reliability
All interviews were performed in Norwegian, following 24 set questions about how and 
why film was used in the history classroom and allowing the interviewees to explain their 
practices freely. Following Sasseville and Marquis (2015: 3), we defined history films as 
diverse audiovisual documents, including feature films, documentaries and television 
series. The duration of the interviews varied, with the shortest lasting 28  minutes 
and the longest lasting 73 minutes; the average was 45 minutes. All answers were 
audio-recorded, transcribed, and subsequently coded and analysed using NVivo12, 
following a conventional inductive content analysis (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005: 1279; 
Zhang and Wildemuth, 2017: 319). We did not explicitly test hypotheses from already 
existing theories, but tried to ground our analysis in the data. We established a first 
list of coding categories based on the concepts mentioned above and our research 
questions. We refined our categories over the course of the analysis and the comparison 
of all interviews.

This survey is qualitative and, as such, not representative nor generalizable, but it 
is meant to give a deeper insight into 20 secondary school teachers’ practices involving 
film. It is clear that statistical correlations with gender, seniority or other variables would 
be pointless. However, we hope that this sample reflects a diversity of profiles with a 
transferable value. We are aware that the respondents might have under-reported non-
purposeful practices (Marcus and Stoddard, 2007: 310) and that these interviews only 
represent their reported practices, not their actual uses of film in the history classroom. 
In addition, each of them might have understood the meaning of the questions slightly 
differently. However, we are confident that the openness and the face-to-face format 
of the interviews has given us a fair picture of their beliefs. While these beliefs may not 
accurately mirror their actual practices, they are still interesting as being Norwegian 
teachers’ beliefs, compared to those from teachers in other countries.

Findings
We asked the teachers many questions about their use of films in the history classroom. 
The results of our study are to be published in another article, and show mainly a 
routine and well-integrated use of film and clips in the history classroom. Almost all 
teachers had purposeful uses, with oral and written activities around history film. They 
used film for its inherent audiovisual advantages, but also as an inclusive pedagogical 
tool, offering to almost all students a sense of mastery that, in turn, stimulated their 
motivation and interest. However, the focus of this article is specifically on their use of 
films in relation to critical historical thinking. Thus, we selected four main questions 
relating to this:

(1)	 What are the teachers’ impressions of their students’ abilities to deal with the films 
they watch, either at school or at home, in a critical manner?

(2)	 Are they themselves, as teachers, aware of thinking critically in relation to film? 
(3)	 Do they use film to meet competence aims in the eighth- to tenth-grade curriculum? 

Which ones, for example?
(4)	 Do they use film to enhance the critical thinking abilities of their students? If 

yes, how?
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Teachers’ impressions of their students’ critical 
awareness of film 
The teachers’ impressions were reflected in four different answers. Half of our 
respondents believed that the critical abilities of their students when watching films 
varied greatly from student to student, while 8 out of 20 teachers deemed them to 
be mostly bad or poor, and 2 informants judged them to be very good and actually 
much better than those of former generations. However, 6 teachers added that these 
abilities improved as a part of a process during the course of schooling from eighth 
to tenth grade. Most of the group who gauged their students to be critically poor felt, 
however, that this ability could be learned in class, by showing them how to be critical 
towards film, while a couple of informants posited that it was a matter of maturity, 
and that students in eighth and ninth grades were too young to learn critical thinking 
when watching or discussing films. A vast majority of the teachers who viewed critical 
abilities as varying from student to student also thought that these abilities could be 
taught to everyone, in particular by asking them the right questions (Who is the film 
made by? For whom? With what intent?). One interviewee even underlined that film 
made this task even easier than usual with weaker students. Only three respondents 
felt that this goal was out of reach because some students were too weak to learn to 
think critically, or as a result of lack of time. 

Informant 4 is a good example of these tendencies: 

It is developing, absolutely. In the eighth grade they have little 
understanding of critical thinking. It is all about the entertainment value 
of the film: ‘This was fun …’ Then Fog of War is a good test. We show it 
in the tenth grade and it’s not an amusing film, but an informative one. 
Then you can spot those who understand it, and even the critical aspects 
of it. And those who just think it was dull. So I would say there is a huge 
variation here … Actually, I am one of these teachers thinking that many 
teachers underestimate their students’ development in lower secondary. 
I have had many students in social studies and I really think it’s possible 
to make them more critical, to a certain extent. Definitely not all of them, 
but it’s about giving them enough stimuli and telling them why you chose 
these films in particular.

The two teachers who were positive about their students’ critical skills asserted 
that current students had better critical abilities towards film than those of former 
generations, because they were much more exposed to audiovisual media or were 
so-called ‘digital natives’.

Teachers’ appraisal of their own critical 
awareness of film
The overwhelming majority of teachers considered themselves to have critical 
awareness about history films. While one informant did not answer and another one 
admitted that she was not critical enough because film was not her ‘cup of tea’, the 
rest of them (18 out of 20) answered ‘yes’ to this question. However, four of them did 
concede that they probably could have been more critical.

Nevertheless, the answers of half of our informants revealed a rather narrow 
understanding of what being critical towards history films entails. They actually 
exposed a tendency to associate critical thinking with the right choice of film. That 
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is to say, they appeared to believe that being critical consisted of being picky and 
paying considerable attention to the historical accuracy of the films, choosing the 
‘right’ sources with the ‘right’ content. In addition, those respondents admitted that 
they usually did not focus on sourcing or on the different perspectives a film could 
display, but mostly on the historical details of the films’ narratives. This conception 
refers to a scientific use of history, considering history education as upholding the most 
accurate depiction of the past possible, and limits considerably the critical approach 
to historical film. The answers of informants 8 and 12 are illuminating about this issue: 

Yes, but I don’t do much research about the director. I wonder more about 
fact-checking the story. I can use fantasy films too. It just has to fit in with 
what I’m going to focus on. (Informant 8) 

I do put a lot of trust in the NRK [the Norwegian equivalent of the BBC], 
using some of their clips from the editors who have done a good job, 
so that they are good sources. Yes, and YouTube. You have to be a little 
cautious with what you choose to show. Anybody could have made and 
posted something there. Usually I have watched the films beforehand, or 
talked with colleagues, and I know that these things are good sources. 
(Informant 12) 

Moreover, a couple of teachers interpreted critical thinking as their ability to pause the 
film during viewing in order to give explanations about aspects of content matter that 
students might not have understood. 

Teachers’ use of film to meet curricular 
competence aims
When asking teachers whether they were using film to meet curricular competence 
aims in the history classroom, we received three types of answer. Seven informants 
stated that they did, and gave examples of which aims they were targeting. Informant 
5 stated:

Yes: Discuss causes and consequences of central internal conflicts in 
the twentieth- and twenty-first centuries. And discuss the idea of human 
dignity and discrimination and the rise of racism in a historical perspective. 
And they must create narratives about people from different societies in 
the past and now. When we schedule our teaching and define the learning 
outcomes, we put the films where they fit in. That eases our work, when 
the students are to be assessed orally, for example. (Informant 5)

Eight teachers confessed that they did not link films to competences. Five informants 
said that they did, but could not mention any example of the competence addressed 
in the aims of the curriculum. These five teachers might have suffered from a temporary 
memory loss at the time of the interview, or, worse, they could be only vaguely aware of 
the competence aims of the curriculum they are teaching. However, if we consider that 
these five teachers were not purposefully using history film to address competence 
aims, even if they did not want to admit it overtly, including them in the figures would 
mean that a majority of informants did not use history film to address these aims.

Noticeably, not all the competence aims of the curriculum (Utdanningsdirektoratet, 
2013) are obvious and appropriate to be used in relation to films, but a closer 
examination of the examples mentioned by the teachers who actively sought to cover 
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the competence aims is instructive. For social studies for eighth to tenth grade, the 
K06 competence aims are divided into four sections: three sections with specific 
competences for history, society and geography respectively, and a section called ‘The 
Researcher’, gathering overarching common competences for these three subjects. 
Out of the 18 competence aims from ‘The Researcher’ and ‘history’, at least 13 seem 
pertinent and plausible to develop with the help of film. However, our subjects named 
only 6 of them (from the most to the fewest cited):

(1)	 Discuss and elaborate on the causes and effects of the key international conflicts 
of the 1900s and 2000s (five respondents).

(2)	 Discuss and elaborate on the ideal of human dignity, discrimination and the 
development of racism from a historical perspective with a view to the present 
(two respondents).

(3)	 Create stories about people from different societies in the past and present, and 
show how their living conditions and values influenced their thoughts and actions 
(two respondents).

(4)	 Present the main characteristics of the history and culture of the Sami people from 
the mid-1800s up to the present, and discuss and elaborate on the consequences 
of the Norwegian policy of Norwegianization and the Sami people’s fight for their 
rights (one respondent).

(5)	 Discuss and elaborate on important changes in society in recent times and reflect 
on how today’s society opens to new changes (one respondent). 

(6)	 Discuss and elaborate on the ideas and forces that led to the American struggle 
for freedom and the French Revolution, and the consequences these had for the 
development of democracy in Norway (one respondent).

From the list of competence aims for eighth to tenth grade, we could actually point out 
at least two prominent aims that were directly connected to critical historical thinking, 
but that were missing from the teachers’ interviews:

(1)	 Show how incidents can be presented in different manners and discuss how special 
interests and ideologies can cloud one’s view about what was experienced in fact. 

(2)	 Reflect on social science questions using information from different digital and 
printed sources, and discuss the objectives and relevance of one’s sources.

Nevertheless, even though this may suggest that teachers are not clearly aware of the 
connection that can be drawn between competence aims and the use of films, they 
could still actually be using film to enhance critical thinking through the pedagogical 
activities they organize in class.

Teachers’ use of film to foster students’ critical thinking 
abilities in class
When asked directly, nearly all teachers acknowledged that prompting critical thinking 
when using film is important or very important. Yet, six teachers disclosed overtly that 
they did not do it in practice, while the other 70 per cent of our informants asserted 
that they did. The explanations for not doing so were three-fold and sometimes 
overlapping. 

The first reason was that this work on critical thinking was actually done not in 
the history class, but in the Norwegian class, as it was an aim that was reserved for 
that class. It is probably linked to the fact that one specific learning outcome in the 
curriculum for Norwegian is about having a disciplinary dialogue about the form and 
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content of a film. Thus, teachers invoked a transdisciplinary approach to their teaching, 
which appears quite common among our interviewees, since almost half of our panel 
of teachers mentioned it. Because teachers in Norwegian secondary schools teach at 
least two different disciplines, they do not have very rigid barriers between subjects, 
especially if they are not very dissimilar subjects. This means that teachers having, for 
example, Norwegian or English and social studies with the same class of students 
might plan certain activities in one subject in order to cover or rehearse competence 
aims within another subject. 

The second reason given was that students had, unfortunately, neither the 
maturity nor the academic ability to work at this level (of critical thinking) before the 
end of tenth grade at the earliest, or usually high school. These two reasons are a way 
to defer one’s responsibility in that matter to another school subject or on another 
school level.

Third, a few teachers recognized that they had never thought of adopting a 
critical approach to film with their students, but that it was a very good idea indeed. 
Symptomatically, the interview functioned as an enlightening experience and opened 
up teachers’ minds about the pedagogical potential of film to develop critical thinking. 
Moreover, it emerges from our analysis that these teachers had limited goals for 
their use of film in the history class. Their use of film was restricted to two main aims: 
illustrating subject matter content and enhancing motivation and interest through 
varied teaching resources.

As Informant 11 put it, when asked whether he used film to enhance critical 
thinking:

Definitely too little. A little, but when we watch this Michael Moore film, 
because it is a disputed documentary … but I feel that the class has to be 
at a certain level. Otherwise, only a small part of the class is able to follow 
… we hope the students will reach this level but throughout the three 
years, not all of them do. In high school, I would certainly have done much 
more of it … Well, I feel you raised good questions. You made me think 
about things I maybe do not consider when I use film. (Informant 11)

Still, many teachers gave satisfactory answers, and appeared very conscious about 
enhancing critical historical thinking with film throughout the three years of lower 
secondary school, as illustrated, for example, by Informants 1 and 3:

You may have taught about the Cold War and tried to show them the 
situation from different sources and in a critical perspective. You look at 
American versus Soviet newspapers – you do it in class. Afterwards, when 
you show a film, like Fog of War, that is seen from the American side, you 
ask them to discuss the film critically, in line with the competence aims. We 
do it in the tenth grade, but I drill them to reflect since the eighth grade, to 
look at things from different perspectives and discuss them. I may seem a 
little elusive, but my point is that it is a consistent process from the eighth 
to the tenth grade. (Informant 1)

I try to ask questions about the film’s origins: who made it? So we can see 
that people have different interests in showing things from a certain angle. 
And I try to challenge the students. Can we trust this? Do they depict the 
situation in a balanced way? Do they show both sides of an issue? – Being 
critical in that sense. (Informant 3)
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However, the fact that as many as 14 teachers asserted that they were enhancing critical 
thinking in practice is puzzling, when compared with their answers to the general 
question about their rationales for using films in the history classroom. From Table 2 
we can see that ‘to develop historical and critical thinking’ per se was central to only 
25 per cent of our interviewees. 

Table 2: Rationales for using film in the history class

Why did you use film in the history classroom? Frequency

Illustrate/visualize subject matter content 20

	 – visualizing lesson content only 8

	 – film brings also extra knowledge 7

	 – bringing the past to life/evocation of the past 5

Variation (to enhance motivation and interest) 16

Enhance empathy 8

	 – as perspective recognition 4

	 – as caring (affective approach) 5

	 – as simple insight 2

Develop historical and critical thinking 5

Motivation for the teacher 2

Film as a hook/introduction to a topic 3

Reward/break/replacement 7

Film is a central medium 2

An experience in common for the class 2

Appropriate resource for ‘weaker’ students 8

This confirms that developing historical thinking or high-order thinking skills is not 
a prioritized goal for teachers when they use films. Nevertheless, we admit that this 
list of rationales could differ from the teachers’ uses of films in practice. We therefore 
explicitly asked our respondents how they enhanced critical thinking through film, 
when they said that they did this. By scrutinizing and classifying their answers to this 
question, we established an overall picture of the activities that they associated with 
critical thinking in the history classroom (see Table 3).

Table 3: Critical thinking activities declared by the teachers

Respondent 1 2 3 5 6 8 9 10 12 14 15 16 18 19 Total

Disciplinary skills/activities

Develop empathy as 
perspective-taking

x x x x x x x 7

Discuss (long-lasting) causes 
and consequences

x x x x x x 6

Enhance historical 
consciousness

x x x x x x 6

Sourcing x x x x x x 6

Film as representation x x x x x 5
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Respondent 1 2 3 5 6 8 9 10 12 14 15 16 18 19 Total

Disciplinary skills/activities

Discuss the relationship: 
Film–Truth–Reality

x x x x x 5

Develop empathy as 
emotional engagement

x x x x 4

Develop moral judgements 
and considerations

x x x 3

General skills/activities

Defend own thoughts and 
opinions

x x x x x x 6

Scepticism as a critical 
attitude

x x 2

Engage students as active 
citizens 

x x 2

Total 3 1 9 4 4 2 4 4 1 1 3 5 7 4

Table 3 shows that, even though certain activities are more frequently cited than 
others, none is cited by all teachers. This may seem surprising, when it comes to 
obvious general critical activities such as ‘present and defend one’s own thoughts and 
opinions’, or a disciplinary skill such as ‘discuss (long-lasting) causes and consequences 
for a historical event’. 

Table 3 also shows that a majority of the listed respondents practised between 
three and five critical thinking activities. Yet, we can also observe a major heterogeneity 
between informants. For example, Informants 3 and 18 reported a wide range of 
activities, while Informants 2, 12 and 14 only mentioned one. Obviously, some teachers 
demonstrated much more focus on higher-order thinking activities than others when 
using films, but one can also be sceptical about the depth of critical activities when it is 
limited to one type, and a quite general one. For example, Informant 2 only cited one 
example, ‘defend own thoughts and opinions’. 

Table 3 shows that some activities are more frequently used than others: 
‘empathy as perspective-taking’, ‘sourcing’ (as evaluating the conditions of 
production, the relevance, the validity and the trustworthiness of a film), ‘enhancing 
historical consciousness’, and ‘defending one’s own thoughts and opinions’ were the 
most frequent. Activities such as ‘to develop empathy as emotional engagement’, ‘to 
discuss ethical and moral considerations and judgements’ and ‘to engage students as 
active citizens’ were neglected in comparison.

In addition, we must mention that historical consciousness was never mentioned 
in itself, as a proper concept, by any interviewee. We deduced this category from 
teachers referring to helping students to ‘draw parallels between past events and 
today’s situations and contexts’. Moreover, the category ‘defending one’s own 
thoughts and opinions’ was not homogeneous. It encompassed very different levels 
of argumentation and justification, from a simple uttering of opinions and thoughts in 
groups or in a plenary, to a regular detailed confrontation and defence of arguments.

As the question asked was: ‘Do you enhance critical thinking when using film? 
How?’, some informants may have failed to mention activities listed above, even 
though they do carry them out in class, either by omission or because they did not 
associate them with their conception of work on critical thinking. On the other hand, 
these answers appear to be consistent with their answers in the aforementioned 
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questions and the rationales given for using films (see Table 2). Besides, the free format 
of the interviews gave the respondents total liberty to express themselves, and we are 
therefore confident that they reflect their beliefs about their practices.

Discussion 
The findings of our study have produced a range of paradoxes and raised a number 
of issues.

Very few teachers consider their students’ critical abilities towards film to be 
sufficient. They consider them too poor, or too variable from student to student. 
Encouragingly, three-quarters of our respondents felt that the skills required were 
abilities that could be taught, and some teachers emphasize that this is part of a 
continuous process and that one should expect improvements in the course of the 
years spent in secondary school. Still, this raises at least a couple of questions and 
problems. 

First, it is interesting to record that as many as a quarter of our respondents 
seem to believe that critical thinking skills (in this context, towards film) are not within 
everybody’s reach, especially because it requires a certain maturity that weaker 
students lack. This reflects ongoing research debates within the field of critical 
thinking. Although it is generally accepted that it can be taught and improved, the 
question of a developmental progression of critical thinking abilities and of its range 
is still contested, and partly remains to be explored. Many researchers disagree as to 
the capacity of every adult to achieve high-order thinking skills, as in Kuhn’s evaluative 
epistemological position (Kuhn, 1999: 23; Lai, 2011: 20–6). In relation to historical film 
literacy in school, it would be interesting to explore whether this is more or less the 
case with children aged 13 to 15, who are less constrained than adults by long-standing 
misconceptions and prejudices, and the level such children could eventually reach. 
Besides, since our sample is merely one of convenience, it would be very interesting to 
know whether this tendency is repeated in a larger survey, because the more pessimistic 
findings (although in the minority) are contrary to the very reasons why many people 
become teachers. It would be intriguing to examine the reasons for this assumption 
that 13–15-year-old students are not capable of thinking critically about historical films.

In addition, if we compare our results with the impressions of Norwegian high 
school history teachers in a similar survey (Wagner, 2015, 2018), it appears that the 
optimism of our lower secondary school teachers about improvements in the course of 
secondary school is over-optimistic. As a matter of fact, a higher proportion (10 out of 
19) of the high school teachers interviewed considered their students’ critical thinking 
abilities about film to be poor or insufficient. This does not necessarily mean that 
the students’ critical skills were actually bad, but the teachers’ impressions were still 
negatively oriented in high school.

Moreover, almost all teachers in our sample consider their own critical abilities 
towards film as sufficient and, in line with the general opinion from politicians, 
business leaders, parents and other educators, acknowledge these critical skills 
as a crucial necessity in the highly mediatized twenty-first century. Yet, they do not 
seem to prioritize these skills, either in their alleged goals for using film, or in the 
activities they organize around films. In fact, these features are fairly congruent with 
the results from the international studies mentioned above. Notwithstanding the 
fact that only five teachers (25 per cent) said that, ‘to develop critical and historical 
thinking’ was one of their primary rationales, there was little evidence that they made 
any connection between their use of film and the competence aims of the curriculum 
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for eighth to tenth grades. This seems to confirm that, although routinely integrated 
in the history classroom, film is not fully treated as a historical source with its own 
specificities, potential and limits. As we showed, half of our sample confined their own 
critical awareness towards films to a knowledge-based use of history films, consisting 
of choosing the ‘right’ films with the most ‘accurate’ content.

Furthermore, in consonance with Blake and Cain’s findings (2011: 93), teachers 
seem to prioritize rationales based on effective learning principles applicable to any 
subject, rather than those specific to learning history. Some teachers are aware of 
the value of history films to foster empathy as perspective-taking or some aspects of 
historical consciousness, but their understanding of these concepts seemed to vary 
and was often very vague, giving little in-depth detail about their teaching. This is 
another interesting issue to be explored. Of our respondents, 70 per cent claimed to 
enhance critical thinking skills through their practice, but their practices were very varied 
and with widely different components. Only a few teachers applied a large number of 
critical thinking strategies to film in history, while the majority of respondents rarely 
used those skills. 

Likewise, the teachers seemed to think that only the most able students were 
capable of engaging with abstract ideas. The more complex the activities, and the more 
they required multilayered reading and understanding, the less frequently teachers 
employed them, which is understandable. Teachers seemed uneasy with activities 
such as, ‘to draw moral and ethical considerations from a film’, ‘to engage oneself 
emotionally with it’, or ‘to engage with issues as an active citizen’. As emphasized by 
Donnelly (2014: 8–9), this appears to conflict with teachers’ conception of history and 
of the necessity to maintain a ‘neutral’ distance in teaching it. This confirms the fact 
that the nature of history as constructed knowledge and narrative is scarcely discussed 
or studied in class. Another consequence is that it can be assumed that a number 
of issues about individuals’ responsibilities as citizens or historical agents are seldom 
explored, because they raise dilemmas that teachers feel unequipped to deal with.

Overall, the lack of use of film to enhance critical and historical thinking in the 
history classroom could be grounded in teachers’ own epistemological beliefs about 
the nature of history. However, the correlation between teachers’ beliefs and their 
actual practices is still a very disputed topic and research in this area is contradictory 
(Fang, 1996; Khader, 2012: 73–6). A study of the gap between teachers’ beliefs and 
practices is much needed in the Norwegian context. It would be interesting to examine 
whether teachers’ practices tend towards an objectivist, a subjectivist or a criterialist 
epistemological stance towards history, or if they alternate between two of them 
(Maggioni et al., 2009; VanSledright and Maggioni, 2016: 140).

Conclusion
Our survey about the critical use of film, using a sample of 20 social studies teachers 
from four lower secondary schools in Norway, delineates some apparent paradoxes. 
Although most of our respondents considered themselves to be critically aware in 
responding to history films, and while they judged their students to lack similar critical 
skills, a large majority of teachers did not attempt to bridge this gap, in their goals 
or in their practices using films. In addition, they usually did not make clear links 
between the competence aims in the curriculum and their goals and practices when 
using history films. One can wonder why this gap exists. However, it is clear that half of 
these teachers thought that to be critical about film simply meant placing an emphasis 
on factual historical accuracy and the details conveyed by history films. Beyond this 
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attachment to a scientific use of history, the potential of the films to foster historical and 
critical thinking seemed to be forgotten or overlooked by a large majority. This view 
is corroborated by the teachers’ stated goals and practices when using history film in 
the social studies classroom. This ignorance of the potential of history films is probably 
rooted in teachers’ own epistemological beliefs about the nature of history. As such, 
these epistemological beliefs would be interesting to explore in Norway. They are 
presumably due to the teachers’ own education and experience, an education focusing 
on a conception of history as a scientific recovery of a given past. Such epistemological 
beliefs would operate in opposition to the understanding of history as a situated 
social, political and ideological construction. Consequently, future policies of teacher 
training should endeavour to nuance or dismantle a hard-line scientific conception of 
history when taught in schools. The new school reform, to be implemented in 2020, 
operates in this direction by focusing on in-depth learning and students’ disciplinary 
and procedural competences. Nevertheless, academic professional development 
programmes are also needed to equip social studies teachers for these new tasks. 
However, there is no doubt that this task will not be plain sailing, as it will unsettle 
long-standing conceptions that support students’ and teachers’ own definition of their 
personal and professional identities. Nevertheless, the modalities of such processes 
would in turn open exciting new research opportunities.
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