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TE 838: Children’s Literature in Film

Final Paper
Prior to the course this summer, I had very little background knowledge with film techniques or the ability to “read” a film. Throughout this six-week course I have learned a great deal about the practice, politics, and filmmaker’s intentions as a children’s book is transformed to the big screen! Beginning the course with Module 1, “Learning to Read Books and Film” was a very convenient way to introduce film techniques to someone with little experience such as myself. I relied heavily on the British Film Institute’s Introduction to Film Literature, provided to us in an online resource. This website was particularly helpful when thinking about new camera shots, angles, sound effect, and musical vocabulary that I have not used before. After learning more about the specific details to look for when “reading” a film, I had a better understanding of all the thought and effort it takes into conveying a message on screen.

During Module 1, I used my newly acquired film knowledge as I viewed two versions of the film Charlotte’s Web. The first version was released in 1973 and was created in animated form. This differs from the second version, released in 2006 that included real actors and settings. I had a fun time using my new vocabulary knowledge about film creation and their use of camera and sound techniques. I was able to determine that the filmmakers of the 1973 version added many musical numbers in order to entertain the audience, increase the films length, and most importantly, these songs conveyed the stories themes in a whimsical way that would make their points very easy for viewers to understand. The 2005 version also relied on sound effects and music, unlike any book version of a story can do. Eerie tones and low playing, slow music created a sinister vibe around the character of Templeton the rat, even before he spoke or the viewer found out any specific information about his character.

Sticking to the theme of “reading” films through the filmmakers’ use of differing camera shots, angles, and musical additions, our course than shifted attention to a filmmakers fidelity to the original book as he/she reinterprets a book into a film. The first week of this module, we explored the films that were created based on picture books. I learned that creating a full-length movie out of a short picture book consisted of many more additions to the plot, characters, and setting. Looking at the musical additions to the movie, The Polar Express, I was able to piece together that filmmakers use musical numbers and sound effects to convey messages and increase length in a movie while entertaining the audience in a fun way. For example, within this film, the creators added length to the train scene greatly. This became the main portion of the movie, while in the book it was of comparable importance as the beginning (in the boy’s home), at the North Pole, and the end (at the boys home as well.) The musical numbers on board the train, made the situation of a magical train headed to the North Pole even more exciting and fascinating for me as I watched. Now that I have become aware of sound effects and camera angles as a means of expression for the filmmaker, I was able to pick up on the lack of sound used in portions of the film Jumanji. Alternating exciting sound effects, like shrieking monkeys and loud, buzzing mosquitoes with the eerie silence of nothingness was something that surprised me in a way that I wouldn’t have recognized before. The silence in certain scenes, like the one where Peter and Judy were walking carefully around the attic listening for the banging sound of the Jumanji game created great suspense for the viewer. This module taught me a few things. First of all, I realized that musical numbers and sound effects heighten a viewer’s attention to details and can entertain the audience. Even the absence of sound can tug on viewers’ attention as it effectively builds suspense. Secondly, through this week’s course work I realized that not all full-length movies are created from chapter books. Jumanji had always been one of my favorite movies growing up; however, I did not even know a picture book existed before the movie was created. The picture books create an outline and basic storyline for filmmaker’s and screen writers to base their movie off of, but there are inevitable additions and changes that have to be made in order to accommodate for a full-length film. 

Continuing onto the second week of module two, we still were making connections between children’s literature and a filmmaker’s adherence to the original as the book is transformed into a movie. For the second week, we examined the cultural appropriation through The Wizard of Oz. In terms of faithfulness to the original book, I realized that many story elements had been changed from text to film. I personally had never read The Wizard of Oz before this summer, despite the fact that I have viewed the film on numerous occasions! I learned that this was the case not only with many of my group members and other classmates, but the majority of the world. This film is a rarity, in which the film has become many, many times more popular than the book had ever been. The Wizard of Oz on film was a masterpiece; the vibrant colors (very new for the time,) the entertaining songs sung by a variety of the characters (most of which are catchy and I know by heart), and the ultimate plot change that was reinterpreted by the filmmaker all make this film such a success. Unlike the Charlotte’s Web films from the first week of this course, The Wizard of Oz has an obvious change in storyline. The filmmakers make it very obvious that Dorothy’s experience in Oz is a large dream resulting from the head injury she incurred during the Kansas twister. Oz as a dream was not in the original. Looking back across the entire selection of films we viewed this summer, I feel that the filmmakers of The Wizard of Oz were able to make such drastic changes because the book was not a best seller beforehand. Even if a viewer was to have read the book previously, the filmmaker’s changes were ultimately pleasing and created a cyclical theme with a happy ending. 

Another theme we touched upon while focusing on The Wizard of Oz is the movie’s affect on popular culture. Although this movie was released in 1939, almost 75 years ago, it still has great popularity and following today. The movie is still being enjoyed today by people of all ages, the family-friendly approach the filmmakers had when creating it was quite a bit different than the lengthy, sometimes graphic novel of which it is based off of. While walking through Blockbuster video store the other day, I noticed a little girl who was around ten years old was holding onto a Wizard of Oz movie poster. As she walked with her dad through the store, I could see that she was about to purchase this poster and seemed very happy about it. This little girl’s grandparents were probably not even alive when this film originally came out! It is so magical and well created, that children are still viewing and falling in love with it today. The pop cultural objects surrounding the film don’t stop at movie posters. I have visited the Smithsonian Museum that houses the real red ruby slippers worn by Judy Garland in the film! Visitors flock to this exhibit because they remember watching the movie when they were children and enjoy its characters enough to desire to see a pair of shoes! Another Wizard of Oz themed object I saw more recently was a slot machine! Walking through a casino recently, I noticed the characters atop a slot machine with the movie’s name as the game’s title. The Wizard of Oz has really touched a lot of people and the cultural evidence remains even 73 years after its original release. 

This was the first time we looked at this idea in this course, but the Harry Potter culture phenomenon was still to come!


During the third week of Module 2, we took a closer look at the politics involved with reinterpreting an original text. Many filmmakers use their movies as a vehicle to express political and personal messages. We first examined Willie Wonka and the Chocolate Factory (1971) and Charlie and the Chocolate Factory (2005) based on Roald Dahl’s classic Charlie and the Chocolate Factory. We spent a great deal of time looking at and discussing the stereotypes used throughout both of these film interpretations. Some of these stereotypes are weight, gender, and socio-economic status. Dahl expressed these stereotypes in his original and for the most part, both film interpretations stuck true to the original and included them when developing characters and casting the different roles. Staying on track with my focus of camera angles, I picked out the camera shot of Charlie in the second film as he is lying in his bed looking out onto the cold sky through a hole in his roof. This camera shot easily expresses the economic status of poor Charlie as he dreams of something better for himself and his family. You immediately feel sorry for his economic situation because even in the dead of winter, Charlie sleeps next to the hole in the home’s roof. I also picked up on the Oompa Loompa’s songs during the factory tour that portray each child in a negative light based on their stereotype. The lyrics used and the catchy tune the filmmaker’s use focus the viewers’ attention onto the entertainment value of the music, as well as the message it conveys.


We continued week three of this module by examining the gender stereotypes in the Disney film, The Little Mermaid. This film was not as true to the original tale by Hans Christian Anderson, as the story is dark and does not end in a happy manner like the Disney enhanced film version. Using my newly acquired lens to “read” films, I was surprised to pick up on these themes in a Disney film that I had never thought of before. The idea that women give up so much, even their voice, to be with a man is very stereotypical. I find the original tale by Anderson very interesting, as this was his idea in the first place. The film mermaid is hardly dressed at all, providing a very revealing costume choice throughout the animated film. The love story eventually unfolds after women are cast into a role that requires them to give up much of their life, body, and soul for the man they love. Thinking still about my newly acquired ability to notice musical attributes that convey messages and have great purpose for a filmmaker, I noticed the different voices of each character tend to fit the stereotypes being used perfectly. Take Ariel for example, her squeaky, high-pitched voice depicts someone who does not have the ability to stand up for herself. The low raspy voice of Ursula is used when she is an ugly woman sea monster, but as she evolves and changes appearances, her voice changed into a sweeter tone as well. 


Our third module was devoted to the cultural phenomenon, Harry Potter! This craze has gone far beyond and greatly surpassed the devotion to The Wizard of Oz because not only was the film a huge hit, all seven of the books became best sellers almost immediately and people of all ages flocked to read them. I was able to relate what I learned during module two about cultural affects that movies have on society and expand my understanding using the most famous and popular franchise to date. The effects of Harry Potter are evident today, even though there are no knew books or movies yet to be released. Our group discussed this week, after doing online research of the Harry Potter phenomenon, that almost everywhere you look, Harry Potter has made some sort of impact in the merchandising world. From theme parks, to wedding days, and even the 2012 Olympic games in London, the storyline of Harry and his friends have flooded the market and popular culture. I believe the books were so popular because of the fantasy genre author, J.K. Rowling, wrote them in. She took an average little boy, made the audience feel sorry for his frustrating home life, and then gave him magical powers. Readers fell in love with the characteristics of Harry- determined, empowered, and still an average little boy at heart. From the first book, released in 1997 came a movie that by my newly acquired knowledge of films and children’s literature, I would call an almost identical version of the book, definitely not “reinterpreted.” When comparing the original book to the movie, there are very few changes as the filmmakers took Harry’s story to the big screen. I believe this was done because the filmmakers wanted those who had fallen in love with the story, and those who had never picked up the book to still be entranced by the character of Harry, an average little boy who all of a sudden is thrown into a wizarding world he never knew existed. I also believe the descriptions and scenarios written by J.K. Rowling transform very well on screen in an action-packed, family-friendly, full-length movie. The special effects were fantastic, from faces popping out of books, the villain Voldemorte’s head superimposed on the back of Snape’s head, and a game of quidditch where children on brooms are flying around in the air. The viewers of this movie are not to be disappointed with Rowling’s fantasy storyline being depicted right in front of your eyes. The use of music was also very easy to pinpoint during this film. The establishing shot in the very first scene of heavy fog on a local street was enhanced with the eerie music playing in the background. The viewers were immediately aware that something magical was about to happen, something out of the ordinary, and creepy. The music of this film sets a great tone for each scene and makes the storyline come alive!


Throughout my journey through this course, my knowledge of films adapted from children’s literature has grown immensely. I first learned film techniques that the filmmakers use on purpose to express their themes and give the audience an entertaining experience. I also learned that sometimes these filmmakers change many portions of the book as its turned into a film to create a different effect.  Last, I focused my attention on popular culture and how specific films can affect it, especially through merchandizing. 


Taking this online course during the summer months has made the course take a different shape for me. Most of my other online courses have been directly linked to the classroom and require me to think closely about specifics in my classroom. The duration of this course (from the end of June to the beginning of August,) does not necessarily lend itself to concurrent work within my classroom. However, I have spent a little bit of time thinking about how I can effectively take what I have learned this summer back to my classroom this Fall. I will begin the school year in a different grade level. Moving from Kindergarten to the fourth grade will be quite an adjustment and learning experience for me as an educator. I am very excited for this new challenge; one reason that I am so excited is the fact that I will be able to start fresh with a rested teaching brain next month. I will have little prior experiences to judge my actions upon, I will have to work closely with my fellow colleagues and use all the knowledge I learned during my undergraduate and graduate courses from Michigan State. I am excited to create fresh, new experiences for my students, often I find that as teachers remain in the same grade, they often get a bit stagnant in the content of their classrooms. 


I plan to carry with me an idea brought up in the Deborah J. Taub and Heather L. Servaty-Seib article that we examined during Module 3. These authors explained that it is not suffienct to ban the reading of Harry Potter. They suggested that parents, guardians, and educators get to know their child/student. We are the individiuals who know each particular child the best. Each child is different and can be affected in different ways by books, films, peers, and other social situations. I plan to head their advice and use the new school year as a fresh start in my goals. I am determined to get to “know” each of my students and create the most effective learning path for them as an individual. I really like the way that they acknowledged this important idea. It would be too easy to just outlaw certain books based on content or degree of difficulty, but each child may need something different. Who’s to say that this type of genre would be too difficult, full of fantasy, or mature for the whole population? It is important that educators listen to this advice as well, it is hard to decide what is good for the entire class, for each child is special and unique in their abilities and interests. I must make a concerned effort to understand each of my students as individuals this coming school year. 


Near the end of the course, as we were working with the ideas of popular culture and phenomenon movies, such as Harry Potter, I realized that children in my classroom are affected beyond the literature with the concept of reading. Thinking about how great of an effect these popular book series and movies can be on children can be a little overwhelming. The characters in books and on film become a part of their lives. From the bed sheets in the morning, to their lunchbox at school they are surrounded by the merchandizing of these phenomenon movies. This is where some parents argue that certain books and films can be too “scary” for children of a certain age. When the books they are reading and the movies they are watching become part of their everyday lives, their personalities and dreams can be altered as well. One franchise craze that was all over my Kindergarten classroom this past school year is Starwars. Not only are these a series of movies, they have become a cartoon, action figures, and a style of play. The “Starwars” style of play has lead to many issues in my room and outside on the playground this year. As young children watch their heroes battling evil with light-sabers, it can be difficult for them to differentiate between what they see on television and how we are to act in real life. Children a very much affected by what they see on TV, in movies, and in books. Now, with the greater push for merchandizing these characters, our children are affected even more. They can nightmares based on “scary” portions, or mimic the subject in an inappropriate way. Now more than ever, I have realized how susceptible young children can be to behave, dress, or think in a certain way based upon what they see in films and what they read in books. It is important for parents and teachers to make sure children understand the difference between real life and characters they read about or view in a movie/television. 


Moving to fourth grade next year, I feel that I will have many more opportunities to use the knowledge I have learned during this summer course, than I would have with my Kindergarten group from the past two years. I now have a better understanding of how great a role popular books and movies play in my students’ daily lives. They are entertained and can hardly get enough of their favorite characters and storylines. How great would it be if they were that entertained and engaged in the learning process as well? I will be starting my lesson plans from scratch this year, with the help of my fellow colleagues of course. This will be a wonderful year to try something new, perhaps I could include some of their favorite book series turned movies to execute some of my Language Arts lessons. I’m focusing most on Harry Potter as I sit her thinking of the upcoming school year. With the first book released in 1997, my students were not alive for the very beginning of the series. I wonder how many of them have read it? Or I wonder if they have just watched the films? This would be a great series to use to discuss themes such as peer relationships, grief, or we could even debate whether or not the book should be considered too scary for young children.  I am truly looking forward to working with children who are more independent and use higher-level thinking and connecting while reading. I look forward to discussing their interpretations of certain texts and I really hope to provide them with hands on activities that increase their desire to read while learning from their experiences at the same time. 


Reading the first Harry Potter book with my class as a whole would allow me to use the film as well to compare and contrast much like what we have done during this course. Since the series has become such a phenomenon, I bet my students would be very interested in reading and then getting the chance to watch the full-length movie during school! The fourth graders will be able to work with peers and make decisions about questions and scenarios I pose. Maybe if I have four groups, I can name theme after the four different houses at Hogwarts. I have a feeling students will be very engaged in the activities I plan, if I make them a competition much like the “House Cup!” There are so many different themes to explore with this book/film combination, and I really feel that my students would have a lot of fun completing the activities and learning at the same time.


On a daily basis, I, as a teacher, interpret books for the children in my class. As a Kindergarten teacher, we read at least one or two stories aloud daily as a whole group. During the reading of a story, I use a variety of voices, pose certain questions to check for understanding and develop opinions, and I ultimately try my best to make reading fun and enjoyable for my students. It is our role, as teachers, to interpret the author’s message and themes through our read alouds in a way that will be easy for children to understand. Moving to fourth grade next year, I will have many more opportunities to use my teaching as a form of interpretation. I have my own opinions and thoughts when deciding what material to cover with my class and how I should go about doing that. Teaching is a work of art that requires contemplation about a given subject combined with knowledge of my students in order to give them the best opportunity for success. Taking subject matter and determining how to present it, is much like comparing original books to the creation of a film, like we have done many times this summer. The filmmakers begin with a subject (the original text) it is then their job to determine how best to pull it off onscreen. They next have to think about the audience and create objectives. This is exactly like the teaching profession! Understanding the needs of my students (my audience) and creating goals related to the anticipated outcomes are things I do on an hourly basis. Next a filmmaker must decide how to go about executing the subject. This is just like lesson planning for teachers; what will we do during the lesson that will keep our students interested, engaged, and produce the expected objectives. Filmmakers hope to do much of the same things during their movies, that teachers do on a daily basis; they aim to keep the audience interested, entertained, and properly tell a story that fits their objectives while keeping themes in mind as well. Teaching is ultimately our own form of expression. This is a comparison I had never seen before this summer. I express myself while teaching a particular lesson, hoping that my students will remain interested in the material and learn as much as they can about the given subject. 
PAGE  
1

