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Reading Education And Special Education Reflecting On 
"Why I Press Play:" A Phenomenological Study Of 

Teachers Using Film For Literacy In Appalachian Schools

By: Jason DeHart

Abstract
This study, which serves as my dissertation work, examines the experiences of teachers in rural, Appalachian 
classrooms who use film as a text. Film, in this study, was both an ensemble to be used for classroom viewing 
purposes and a creative writing opportunity for composition. The researcher drew on the methodology of 
hermeneutic phenomenology, drawing on the work of Merleau-Ponty, in constructing this work. In all, five teachers 
shared their thinking about how to use film most effectively with reading and writing tasks. These teachers shared 
a wide range of practices within the structure of their classrooms, and noted their own engagement with film. 
Popular films, short clips, educational videos, and teacher-and student-created projects were all considered, 
among other visual practices. Data collection involved an interview at the beginning of the research cycle, followed 
by teacher audio-recorded and/or written logs, collection of supplemental teaching documents, and a final 
interview. This dissertation explores four major themes that resulted from the research process, as well as providing 
an introduction to frame the conversation, a review of the literature to demonstrate what has already been done 
with film in reading and writing in specific content areas, and notes on implications for current practice, policy, and 
research drawn from the study. 
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Engaging Marginalized Students 
in a Freshmen Composition 

Course

A Model for Pedagogy

Underpinning Theories

Choice in Texts for 
Motivation (both for 
reading and writing)
(Chong, 2016; Guthrie & Wigfield, 1997) 

We Are All “Works in 
Progress” – An 
Emphasis on the 
Power of Revision
(Fitzgerald, 1992; Wetzel, 2017)

Course Sequence

1. Narrative – The Power of Your
Personal Story

2. Expository – Explain More about a
Topic of Interest

3. Analytical – Let’s Take a Close Look
at Texts that are Meaningful to You

4. Argument – Justify Your Stance on an
Important Issue

5. Research – Let’s Draw on Outside
Sources and Show What You Have
Learned

Context

A small Christian liberal arts university in 
the southeast.

Freshmen who arrive with lower ACT scores 
and who must also take an additional 
writing studio in conjunction with the class.

Beginning with our Stories – Who we are, 
what we know, what we want to learn to 

frame the course

A variety of 
modes

A variety of 
texts

A variety of 
opportunities

A variety of 
voices
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