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That portrayal may be an important part of the “ordinary
knowledge” (Lindblom & Cohen, 1979) which forms the backdrop
against which the policy debate is conducted, because most
educational policymakers — legislators and school board members,
for example — attended public schools, as did the majority of the
American people. The vacuum of first-hand experience about
private schools is easily filled by the media: “The movies have
always done a remarkable job in creating a type of visual public
‘consensus’ ... the collective vision we all have of things about
which we know very little” (Jowett & Linton, 1980, p. 75).

The four films analyzed here are the most prominent recent
dramatic films which focus on private schools and all of them
portray the schools negatively. That negative portrayal of private
education is the mirror image of how private education
understands itself and therefore, to some extent, how it may be “in
fact.” On the other hand, film representation of public schools is
more optimistic, as we shall see. Finally, while on the surface the
films totally negate the value of private schooling, some critics
(Giroux, 1993) see the structure of the films recuperating the
critique, thereby affirming racist, sexist, and cultural domination.
This phenomenon will be explored in one of the films, Dead Poets
Society.

My focus is on the image of private schools presented to the
film audience, not an analysis of the myriad forces which shape
the film product nor an empirical assessment of the impact of
viewing these particular films. I begin with a brief sketch of each
film, followed by the composite image of private schools they
present. This article is one of a series exploring the film images of
American education (Resnick 1996, 1997a, 1997b).

Four Films of Private Education

A Little Princess (1995)

This is a film with a long pedigree. Originally a 19th century novel
set in London, it was a Mary Pickford silent film in 1917 and a
Shirley Temple vehicle in 1939. The current version sets the action
in Manhattan during World War I, but reflects the values and
issues of the 1990s (Carnes, 1995). The tale transpires in “Miss
Minchin’s Seminary for Girls” which has the air of a secular
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In DPS, Cameron carries the banner of “Tradition” in the opening
scene, so he is the one to libel Keating at the end, to save his own
skin and the existing school order. Miss Minchin is the type who
gave “law and order” a bad name.

The characteristics discussed thus far are those advanced by
the proponents of private schools, yet the films present these
characteristics as weaknesses, rather than strengths. How much
more telling is the portrayal of characteristics advanced by the
critics of private schools.

Unhealthy Competitiveness

School Ties pulls no punches in portraying the high-pressured,
prep-school academic grind which leads to Mack’s nervous
breakdown and the reported suicide of a senior who failed to get
into Harvard. Greene’s response from his public-school perspective
is “if I told any of my friends back home about this they wouldn’t
believe me, over a failing grade in French.”

Divisiveness
The common thread in all these films is the schools’ refusal to
accommodate outsiders: the Jew Greene in Ties; nonconformers
Neil and “Nuwanda” (and, for that matter, Keating) in DPS;
working-class Charlie in Scent; and independent Sara in Princess.
In each case, not only are the school administrations portrayed as
manipulative regarding the outsiders, but the patrician student
culture is equally intolerant. For example, the students at Baird
(in Scent) are not only spoiled, they are meanspirited, too. A
classmate invites Charlie (who attends the school on scholarship
but still has to work to make ends meet) to join an expensive
Thanksgiving weekend ski trip at the “discounted” price of $1200,
which Charlie declines shamefacedly. When upbraided by a
member of the clique for deliberately embarrassing Charlie, the
offender responds snootily that “during major holidays it’s
customary for the lord of the manor to offer drippings to the poor,”
though there were no drippings at all, just a taunt.

The ultimate intolerance is visible by its absence: there are no
minority students at any of the schools, though “the help” are
often black. (Scent has one token Black student and faculty
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member, but you have to watch the film in slow motion to see
them.) Princess goes out of its way to make this point, since in the
original novel and in the 1939 film version Becky the maid is not
black. Yet, as has already been mentioned, conjuring the image of
contemporary private schools as segregated is anachronistic. The
book Visible Now: Blacks in Private Schools appeared a year prior
to DPS (Slaughter & Johnson, 1988) and documents the growing
presence of Blacks in private schools since the early 1960s.
Minority enrollment in private schools has progressed so far that
Afro-American educators have begun to question whether or not
it is to their own benefit to attend such schools (Fordham, 1991).
All the cinematic private schools are also segregated by gender,
but only in DPS is this policy challenged, to be brutally squelched
by the administration.

In sum, the private schools are portrayed as thoroughly
patrician, racist, sexist, and xenophobic, deepening the divisions
in American society rather than working to alleviate them
(Margonis & Parker, 1995). Where supporters (Deal, 1991) see
school traditions and rituals generating a culture of community
support for their educational work, the films present a hidden
curriculum of cultivating the old-boy network through both
meanings of “school ties” (Henry, 1992). In this regard, the artifice
of presenting all the schools as residential, when only a small
percentage of private schools are so in fact, emphasizes their
isolation from mainstream society. Moreover, by explicitly locating
all the schools north of the Mason-Dixon line, we are led to
speculate on how much worse Southern private schools must be
(or, in the alternate, foreclosing the option of marginalizing the
schools as Southern). Finally, while the schools are portrayed as
havens for the super-wealthy, the facts seem to be that private
schools enroll as many underprivileged, as privileged students
(especially when Catholic schools are included; Knight, 1997).
Before addressing the implications of the negative portrayal of
private schools, it is worth pausing to see if public schools in
contemporary film are portrayed differently.

Are Public Schools Different?

I have demonstrated that films about private schools consistently
portray them as grossly defective, even on those features which
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educatorsin private schools see as their strengths. This conclusion
might be mitigated if film portrayal of public schools is also
negative. Indeed, recent films about inner-city minority schools
present them as battle zones. Lean on Me (1989) opens to the song
It’s a Jungle and it is: rape of students, horrific assaults on
teachers, rampant drug dealing, and teenage pregnancy.
Dangerous Minds (1995) adds murder. The first scene in Stand
and Deliver (1988) shows the school office crudely vandalized and
the film also has its share of petty crime, gang violence, and drug
use. Unlike the small classes in the private schools, in this barrio
school there are not enough chairs for all the students in the
disheveled classrooms.

Even where race is not an issue in the urban schools, as in My
Bodyguard (1980), the essence of the plot is the need for a
bodyguard to avoid being shaken-down on campus by school
hoodlums. The portrayal of public schools in the white suburbs is
no better. The Breakfast Club (1985) is a harrowing revelation of
the dark underside of suburban school life, focusing on the
dynamics among five students sentenced to Saturday morning
detention. The teacher supervising the detention is every bit as
vicious as the worst of the private school headmasters we have
encountered. Only Mr. Holland’s Opus (1995) offers some respite
from the total trashing of the public schools, though it too portrays
their decline in recent years, largely due to government cutbacks.

While the film portrayal of all schools is negative, the message
about public schools is that while they may be in ruins, they can
be saved, if they are minority schools. In Lean on Me, the
crusading principal Joe Clark saves Eastside High, and his
entrance into the school is portrayed as a brave sheriff (a black
man dressed in white) striding into an evil town. He battles
apathetic parents, student drug dealers, and the town
bureaucracy. In Stand and Deliver, the almost-martyred Jaime
Escalante is the ultimate teacher-hero, not only winning over
skeptical students and their parents, but also besting the racist
ETS and, by ripple effect, sprucing up the whole school.
Dangerous Minds is stamped from the same mold, but with a white
backlash spin (Chennault, 1996). LouAnne Johnson is a beautiful
white woman who teaches a class of minority “rejects from Hell”
who are bussed to a white school where they are supposed to be “a
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fractured, contradictory, and decentered ... in its continual
attempt to recuperate forms of resistance,” a brief look at whether
or not the films communicate that negative image univocally is
warranted. This reconsideration will focus on Giroux’s and
McLaren’s (1991) analysis of DPS, as paradigmatic.

Their critique of the film is twofold. First, while it appears to
portray resistance to institutional exploitation, in the end it does
so only in the service of the privatized male ego, without
challenging the existing social order. Because there is no higher
vision of personal or social value, Keating lacks the gumption to
defend himself against the principal’s trumped-up charges. Thus
the challenge to his students to make their lives extraordinary
evaporates into aesthetics rather than struggle. A second, related
critique is that the film reinforces a reactionary nostalgia for an
earlier, mythically harmonious era - based on racist, sexist, and
cultural domination — where the only need for struggle was
personal, not social.

There is no doubt that the private schools are presented as
racist, sexist, and Eurocentric, as I have already noted. The
question is what effect this presentation has on the audience’s
view of private schools. I maintain that the clearcut message of all
the films is that private schools are dehumanizing, immoral
institutions. While some degree of unconscious recuperation is a
possibility, the dominant message is that what these schools are
and what they stand for is evil. If there is a recuperation in DPS,
it may be an unintended consequence of setting the film 30 years
“too early,” thus lulling a liberal audience into self-righteous
inaction, on the order of “Look how much progress we’ve made
since 1959; our private schools are integrated by race and gender.”
On this reading, the film preserves rather than challenges
contemporary racism. But portraying the subtler forms of racism
incontemporary, integrated private schools might not have evoked
the outrage which was generated by the anachronistic portrayal
of the all-white, misogynistic, brutally authoritarian Welton
School of 1959. Because of the timeless tone of films like DPS and
the audience’s lack of first-hand knowledge of private schools,
viewers are led to conclude that that is how private schools are
now, making them unworthy of public support. Indeed, as
experienced an observer as Eisner is won over to that position:




















