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THE VISUAL MEDIUM IN THE HISTORY 

CLASSROOM

Sven Zimmerman

Balieu College, Johannesburg

Th e discussion I am going to have today is nothing unique and has been 

used in many History classrooms and other subjects’ classrooms.

However I do not think it has been explored as a teaching medium in a 

great deal before and it is this that I would like to present today.

Th e generation of pupil being taught today is a pupil who is fi rstly chal-

lenged by new strategies and secondly inspired by the visual medium. 

Th e old “chalk and talk” approach does not inspire (not that I think it 

ever inspired) or motivate the pupil of the 21st Century.

I will present two diff erent visual medium examples:

Th e use of a dramatized History fi lm ,ALL QUIET ON THE WEST-• 

ERN FRONT in Grade 8

Th e use of the overhead projector for a focus on APARTHEID • 

SOUTH AFRICA, in Grade 9.

All quiet on the western front:

Th e Grade 8 Curriculum in the new learning Area of Human Social Sci-

ences , calls for a focus on World War One and particularly the condi-

tions and horrors of this particular war.

On reviewing this need I decided to fi nd the best visual representation 

of this possible, it is easy to present pictures and give graphic descrip-

tions but I do not think these strategies will be clear enough in portray-

ing these horrors.

I was drawn to the fi lm, All quiet on the western front, as I remember 

seeing it as a child and how it had quite a profound impact on me. Th e 

version I saw was the colour production produced in 1979 and produced 

by Norman Rosemont and starring Richard Th omas, Ernest Borgnine, 
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Donald Pleasence and Ian Holm.Even though presented from a German 

perspective, the fi lm based on the book by Erich Maria Remarque has 

portrayed the following events which I think all pupils of History need 

to know about when studying World War One:

Th e transformation of a group of young men from glory and adven-• 

ture seeking to war weary cynical old men.

Th e use of nationalist speech to encourage enlistment.• 

Th e physical hardships presented in the actual trenches, the rats and • 

lice, the mud and the corpses and constant bombardment.

Th e futility of going “over the top “into no mans’ land and being • 

killed for a few meters of land.

Th e loss of friends • 

Th e various types of weapons used to kill from machine guns to • 

fl amethrowers.

Th e psychological and emotional impact on ordinary young men • 

when having to kill other young men.

Th e process:

Th e intention was to not just simply show them a fi lm fi lled with blood 

and gore but to try and get them to empathise with those who have 

had to live through an unpleasant experience like World War One and 

Trench Warfare.

I needed to develop an exercise that kept the necessary outcomes of 

enquiry, understanding and interpretation in mind and encourage the 

pupils to try and empathise with the soldiers presented in the fi lm, All 

quiet on the western front.

Th e activity which was eventually formalized was a two part activity:

A diary consisting of four 100 word entries, similar to the type of • 

diary Paul Baumer (the leading character and narrator in the fi lm) 

would have produced.

A refl ective piece whereby, the pupil will present his/her feelings • 

and emotions on observing the horrors of war, in words.

Finally this was to be packaged in a creative and unique fashion present-
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ing as best the area and theme being studied.

Th e two components and the presented package will each be assessed 

with the use of an assessment rubric which will be presented to the pu-

pils beforehand to encourage transparency and preparation.

Th e actual activity with rubrics and instructions is attached.

Due to the length of the fi lm, it is just over two hours in length and 

to prevent unnatural breaks due to 50 minute lessons and only two of 

these, separated by a number of days in a seven day cycle. I decided to 

utilize the school’s activity week which has been put together for grade 

camps and day excursions.

I proposed a History day whereby the Grade 8 pupils would be present-

ed with the activity as an entire grade and then as an entire grade they 

would watch the entire fi lm in the school auditorium. Once they had 

viewed the fi lm and after a ½ break they would then board buses to go 

to the South African Military Museum in Saxonwold where they would 

be given a second activity worksheet which would draw their attention 

to actual artifacts and displays from World War One, giving them an 

opportunity to see the weapons, uniforms and machines from the actual 

period under study.

Th is proposal turned out to be successful as it gave me an opportunity 

to interact with all the grade 8 pupils by:

Presenting the activity to them and explaining all aspects of the ac-• 

tivity.

Encouraging the pupils to take notes throughout the viewing of the • 

fi lm and explaining to them that the notes have relevance as the fi lm 

is examinable.

Pausing the fi lm and committing on various scenes and their rel-• 

evance to the pupils’ understanding of the period.

Being present to facilitate any concerns or questions.• 

Th is Activity Week was at the end of the term and therefore the pu-

pils were given a deadline date for the second week of the next term (5 
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weeks), more than enough time in which to complete the activity.

Th e fi nished product will be presented in September and I will attach or 

present some of the really good assignments.

My fi nal comments on this assignment are:

I believe the fi lm was a success as the horrors and tragedies really af-• 

fected some of the pupils when conversing with them after the fi lm. 

Th e girls in particular made reference to the absolute waste of youth 

and the tragedy of war.

Th e timing was perfect as the History Day, in the Activity Week was • 

successful as it gave the grade 8s great exposure through the visual 

medium and the artifacts.

It covered a number of assessment standards in the Revised Nation-• 

al Curriculum :

LO1-Enquiry skills – AS1 –evaluating sources• 

LO1-Enquiry skills-AS2-presents an original idea as part of an • 

answer.

LO1-Enquiry skills-AS3-communicates knowledge and under-• 

standing by constructing own interpretation and argument.

LO2-demonstrate historical knowledge and understanding-AS3-• 

explains changes in a wider historical and environmental con-

text.

LO3-intepret aspects of History-AS2-constructs an interpreta-• 

tion based on sources.

LO3-interpret aspects of History-AS3-analyses issues which in-• 

fl uence the way History has been written.

It created the perfect spring board for a focus on World War One, as • 

once they return to the classroom and study the causes and eff ects 

and outcomes they will have a visual representation of the period in 

their minds thanks to the fi lm and the museum visit.

Th e pupils have been presented with meaningful resources on which • 

to base their understanding of this period.
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APARTHEID SOUTH AFRICA:

Th e Grade 9 curriculum in the Learning Area of Human Social Sciences, 

calls for a study of the apartheid period in South African History.

On reviewing this need and listening to the pupils concerns about hav-

ing to study this period once again. (It seems as if this has been a focus 

of study every second year in the senior phase of their schooling. Th is 

in itself could be the grounds for some research as it concerns me that 

an important period like this in South African History is being “done 

to death” and therefore it will lose its relevance through shear lack of 

interest on the pupils’ side).I decided to try and come up with a unique 

approach to this period of study which could bring another element into 

the area of study.

I decided utilize a visual medium as I wanted to breath some life into the 

period and at the same time provide them with some signifi cant skills 

development.

Th e strategy I was drawn to was a verbal presentation utilizing the over-

head projector, as this was a resource that they all had access to so lev-

eling the fi eld and encouraging them to develop the skills of research, 

interpretation and presentation through the use of a visual medium.

Th e plan was presented to them on an instruction and activity informa-

tion sheet with the assessment instructions and rubric present.

Th e activity consisted of having to research two photographs which 

they feel symbolize the apartheid period or the period of transition from 

apartheid to Democracy.

Once they had identifi ed the two photographs they had to:

Firstly present a written motivation for each with a brief description 

of the actual photograph and relevant aspects of the photograph in 

words.

Secondly select one of the photographs and then present on a trans-
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parency to the class in which they interact with the presented pho-

tograph and provide a brief verbal motivation and description.

Th e activity with instructions and rubrics is attached.

Th is strategy was successful as it covered a number of needs:

Brought a visual slant to the apartheid period.• 

Encouraged the pupils to research a very focused symbol of the • 

apartheid period.

To present this focus they had to have a very good understanding of • 

the apartheid period and the period of transition.

Allowed the pupils to work on their skills of research, interpretation • 

and presentation.

Th e main problem encountered was the area of research and it seems if 

this is a common problem throughout a number of subjects.

In this particular activity two problems were encountered in the fact 

that a number of pupils really do not go to, too much trouble in fi nding 

relevant photographs to symbolize the period.

Firstly a number of pupils used the same photographs found on the in-

ternet through entering the word “apartheid” into the Google search 

engine.

Secondly, some pupils used photographs from other periods of hard-

ship i.e. Israeli-Palestinian confl ict and starvation in 19th Century India 

as the photograph of focus. Th is showed alack of research skills as they 

did not broaden their net of resources available.

In conclusion and reviewing both tasks I did fi nd the pupils far more 

stimulated and keen to get on with the task. Th e end result of the Grade 

8, All quiet on the western front, task is yet to be seen but judging from 

the interest and comments passed during the viewing of the fi lm, I can 

confi dentially say that they will generally be very sound assignments 

and my objective should be achieved: Th e pupils having a fair under-

standing of World War One and the impact on the young person of that 
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period.  Th e Grade 9 apartheid assignment, I am able to comment on 

as it has been completed and I do have some copies here. Th is assign-

ment was unique to the pupils in the sense that it was the fi rst time that 

they were all forced to use the same medium i.e. the overhead projector 

and therefore this defi nitely showed up those who have strong prepara-

tion and presentation skills and those who do not. Th e two areas that 

need to be addressed are the need for improved research skills (a prob-

lem area through out the school and therefore a whole school strategy 

is in the process of being developed) and improved presentation skills 

(this will be addressed in conjunction with the English department).

I do believe both tasks were successful. Th erefore I will look to pre-

senting the same tasks next year with the areas of attention addressed.

 

Appendix  A

“All quiet on the western front” History segment

Th is assignment is based on the fi lm All quiet on the western front, 

which is based on the book by Eric Maria Remarque.

You will watch the fi lm with the intention of seeing the horror and 

tragedy of war.

Once you have completed watching this fi lm, you will have a short 

assignment to do, so you must pay close attention and make notes if 

necessary.

Th is is examinable so pay attention,make notes if necessary and  keep 

all your notes.

 

Due Date : 5 -12 September

Mark allocation: 60 marks
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Assignment   60 Marks

Your assignment consists of two parts:

1. Paul Baumer’s Diary

2. Your personal refl ections

1. Paul Baumer’s diary: 4 x10 = 40 Marks

You are expected to watch the fi lm very carefully and using the scenes 

presented to you and the trench display at the South African Military 

Museum, produce four  ½ page diary entries .

Th is is a empathy exercise ,whereby you must imagine yourself as be-

ing one of Paul Baumer’s friends who survived the war.

You need to call on your knowledge of World War One and Trench 

Warfare in particular and produce four diff erent 100 word diary en-

tries portraying the horror and tragedy of war.

You may make reference to some of the scenes and characters in the 

fi lm All quiet on the western front, but it must be in your own words 

and it must be unique.In other, words you must create your own sce-

nario which might be similar to the experiences of Paul Baumer and 

his friends but it must make reference to your experiances.

2. YOUR REFLECTIONS:  10 MARKS

You are expected to refl ect on your observations from the fi lm and 

your observations at the museum.

To refl ect means to comment on your feelings about the horrors and 

tragedy of Trench warfare and the experiences of soldiers like Paul 

Baumer and his friends.

Your refl ection should be ½ page in length (no more than 200 words)
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3. Presentation:   10 Marks

Your diary and refl ection must be packaged in a unique and creative 

fashion ,keeping in mind the period of time and the horrors of war.

Marking Rebrics

Name:

Diary

0-29%

0-11 ½ 

30-39%

12-15 ½ 

40-49%

16-19 ½ 

50-59%

20- 23 ½ 

60-69%

24-27 ½ 

70-79%

28-31 ½ 

80-100%

32-40

Content Limited or 

vague or 

copied

Too short

Limited 

And no 

reference 

to fi lm or 

display

Deals with 

some hor-

rors and 

tragedies 

and lim-

ited use 

of fi lm or 

display for 

any ideas

Makes 

some 

reference 

to fi lm and 

display 

when 

comment-

ing on 

horrors 

and 

tragedy of 

war

Good use 

of fi lm and 

display to 

develop 

diary 

entries on 

hor-

rors and 

tragedy of 

war

Very good 

reference 

to hor-

rors and 

tragedies 

through-

out the 

diary 

entries.

Some 

originality

Out-

standing 

Unique 

And deals

With a 

number 

of horrors 

and trag-

edies with 

excellent 

use of 

fi lm and 

museum 

display.

Refl ec-

tions and 

feelings

No refer-

ence to 

feelings

Purely 

factual

Limited 

reference 

to feelings

And still 

fairly 

factual

Some ref-

erences

To feelings 

and an 

attempt at 

empathy 

but no use 

of emotive 

language

Uses 1st 

person 

and at-

tempts 

empathy 

through 

use of 

emotive 

language

Fair at-

tempt at 

empathy 

and 

emotive 

language

Very 

Good 

empathy 

and good 

use of 1st 

person but 

does not 

sustain 

emotive 

language

Excellent 

empathy 

,one really 

believes 

that this 

individual 

exists.God 

use of 1st 

person 

and 

emotive 

language

/40
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Refl ection

0-29%

0-2 ½ 

30-39%

3- 3 ½ 

40-49%

4-4 ½ 

50-59%

5 – 5 ½ 

60-69%

6- 6 ½ 

70-79%

7- 7 ½ 

80-100%

8-10

Refl ection Poor –no 

com-

mentary 

or very 

limited 

observa-

tions

Too short

Limited in 

commen-

tary and 

refl ection.

No refer-

ence to 

opinions 

and feel-

ings-

Some 

commen-

tary  and 

refl ection 

but no 

personal 

observa-

tions or 

feelings

Average in 

all aspects 

ie com-

mentary 

,observa-

tion and 

feelings

Fair at-

tempt on 

observa-

tions

And good 

commen-

tary but 

no refer-

ence to 

personal 

opinions

Good 

attempt in 

comments 

and on 

observa-

tions but 

limited 

personal 

opinions 

and feel-

ings

Refl ects 

on horrors 

and trag-

edies and 

presents 

personal 

opinions 

and feel-

ings well

/10

0-29%

0-2 ½ 

30-39%

3-3 ½ 

40-49%

4-4 ½ 

50-59%

5- 5 ½ 

60-69%

6- 6 ½ 

70-79%

7- 7 ½ 

80-100%

8-10

Presenta-

tion

No Limited Some Appropri-

ate

Fair Good but Excellent

eff ort to 

package

eff ort at 

packaging

appropri-

ate pack-

aging

But very 

common

but com-

mon too 

most

packaging

And an 

attempt 

at being 

unique 

some 

originality

and 

unique

Very 

original

/10
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Appendix B

Grade 9 

History Assignment

Instructions:

Th e assignment is based on two photographs from the apartheid peri-• 

od.

You are expected to select two photographs which you believe • 

epitomize (represent) the apartheid period and the change to a 

democratic South Africa and then present a clear motivation for 

your selection.

Your motivation must be presented under the sub headings pre-• 

sented below.

Each of your motivations must be short and concise; each must be • 

approximately 100 words each.

Your motivations must be presented on a separate piece of paper • 

with a copy of each photograph and the motivation under each.

You must then select one of the photographs and then present on a • 

transparency to the class in which you interact with the presented 

photograph and provide a brief description and motivation.

Your presentation must be 3 minutes in length.• 

In this assessment you are being assessed on Learning Outcome 1 • 

–Th e pupil is able to use enquiry skills to investigate past and pres-

ent. Assessment Standard 5 –Th e pupil communicates knowledge 

and understanding by constructing own interpretation and argu-

ment based on the historical sources; uses information technology 

where available and appropriate

Th e mark allocation is 30 marks:• 

20 marks for written presentation - 2 photographs with motiva-• 

tion x 10 mark each.

10 marks for presentation• 
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Written component

Headings for each motivation

Remember you are doing two photographs

Introduction –brief background to photograph 2 marks • 

Description of photograph –Illustrate 3 important aspects of pho-• 

tograph. 3 marks

Motivation- Your reasons (5 reasons) for selecting the photograph.        • 

5 marks

10x2 =20 marks

Maring grid

Presentation:

Name:     Grade:

Mark 1 2 3 4 5

Presentation Too short

Reads entire 

speech

No interaction 

with photo

Slightly short

Reads part of 

speech

Some interac-

tion with 

photo

Correct length 

No reading

But only some 

interaction 

with photo

No interaction 

with class and 

not clear

Correct length

No reading

Interacts with 

photo

But no interac-

tion with class

But clear

Correct time

Good presen-

tation

Interacts with 

photo and 

class

Good eye con-

tact and loud 

and clear

Description 

and motivation

Vague descrip-

tion and no 

motivation

Vague descrip-

tion and vague 

motivation

Good descrip-

tion but weak 

motivation

Limited 

description but 

a good motiva-

tion

Clear and 

complete de-

scription and 

motivation

TOTAL:  

LEARNING OUTCOME 2 MARKS:


