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CHAPTER1 INTRODUCTION 

Chapter 1 looks at technology as the necessary tool in filmmaking to make 

what is impossible possible.  Because of technology’s critical role in 

motion pictures, it has also infiltrated various aspects of the American 

education system, from administrative tasks to post-production.  

Technology’s rapid development and influence are the motivations for this 

research to uncover the relationship between American film education and 

technology.  The goal is to provide an overview of the history of film 

education through the changes that were engendered by technological 

developments.  

 

From its onset, motion picture has been a representation of man’s endless imagination.  It 

is about creating a “synthetic ‘other’ reality”.  Film “is as much a science as it is an art 

form, and since its early days, cinema and technology have been inseparable.”  1  After all, 

film was the result of man’s imagination to turn still images into moving pictures.  From 

a simple invention known as the magic lantern show evolved a complex web of art and 

technology.  Who would have guessed that the interplay between transparent paper and 

light would create an industry that is a leader of digital art technology?  Indeed, 

“cinema…has always been a marriage of entertainment and technology, of the aesthetic 

and the industrial: the place where science and art meet.” 2 

                                                 
1 Nelmes, J. (Ed.). (1996). Film: the place where art and technology meet. An 
Introduction to Film Studies. New York: Routledge, p. 82. 
2 Ibid. 
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The ever-evolving technical aspect of film is also evident in motion picture 

education.  Filmmaking is experiencing a shift from analog to digital production, from 

linear to nonlinear editing.  Some schools are undergoing these changes rapidly while 

others gradually.  Some curricula seem to have been completely overhauled with new 

technologies while others remain relatively unchanged.  The unavoidable presence of 

technology has even trickled down to the mundane tasks of keeping the educational 

system running.  Administrative and general duties are being relegated to the World Wide 

Web, such as posting curricula, classes, and course descriptions online and registering for 

classes via the Internet.  Even student-teacher relations have become dependent upon 

technology, from communicating via emails to downloading materials before each class, 

from uploading homework online to taking courses in front of a computer via satellite 

teaching programs.   

While technology has enabled us to live our lives more efficiently, it has also 

forced us to speed up our lives.  The easy access to a vast amount of data via technology 

has created an information overload.  Every day we filter through hundreds of e-mails 

and spend dozens of mind-numbing hours in front of the computer.  While it is 

undeniable that technology has enhanced our quality of life, it is essential that we take the 

time to pause and reflect upon the benefits of technology.  Instead of blindly chasing 

technology, we must be constantly aware of how technology is affecting us so that we 

can maximize our efficiency with the use of technology. 

 

1.1 Motivation 
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In light of the compounding emergence, growth, and influence of new technologies in our 

lives, the motivation of this research is to meet the need of a study that analyzes the 

changes in American film education in an era of rapid technological developments.  This 

thesis hopes to bring about a better understanding of the changes in the American film 

education system as a result of the technological developments over the past fifty years.  

This research also attempts to uncover the factors that affect or are affected by the 

connection between film education and technology.  Finally, this study aims to engender 

a proactive reflection of the changes taking place in motion picture curricula. 

 

1.2 Goals 

This research hopes to find answers to how American film education philosophy and 

curricula have changed over the course of its history in light of new technological forms.  

What are the causes of these changes?  Furthermore, this research aims to answer how 

new technology has changed the program structure, such as the kind of degrees offered 

and how technology has changed the structure of the academy, i.e. the creation of 

departments, programs, and joint-programs.  The paper will also explore if technology 

has caused a shift in emphasis from theoretical to practical training.  And if this is the 

case, are film schools becoming more like a technical school rather than the traditional 

academic institution?  At the conclusion of this research, it is hoped that the findings can 

predict how universities will change their curricula in order to keep up with the rapid 

technological changes. 

 

1.3 Summary 
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Technology has seeped into all aspects of the American educational system, from 

communication between students and teachers to running an entire institution.  However, 

technology has also complicated our lives with the constant bombardment and overload 

of information.  While the influence of new technologies cannot be avoided, it is 

important to examine each new form of technology critically before it is incorporated into 

our lives.  In light of the demand for such a research, this paper is the first of its kind to 

delve into the correlation between technology and American film education.  This study 

hopes to answer how the philosophy of a school, the curriculum, the department structure, 

the interdisciplinary programs, and the academic vs. practical training are effecting 

and/or affected by technology. 
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CHAPTER 2 HISTORY AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

As mentioned in Chapter 1, motion picture is closely tied to technological 

developments; in turn, the changes in motion picture industry affect film 

education at American institutions.  This section provides an overview of 

the creation of American film education and the development of motion 

pictures from an accidental discovery to a multi-billion dollar entertainment 

business.  A chronological account of motion picture history in the United 

States is explained alongside the technological inventions and market 

influences of the time.  How history has defined the film industry today is 

also discussed, which will lay the foundation to understanding the rise and 

the changes in American film education. 

 

2.1 The coming of film education 

Film education sprang up in the late 1950s when traditional film training, namely, when 

the Hollywood studio apprenticeship system collapsed.  Hence, students turned to 

colleges and universities to seek the education and training they needed.  There were not 

many schools that offered education in film, and “none offered any specifically in 

production.” 1 

The creation of film studies caused uproar in the academia.  None of the 

traditional disciples that existed during that time were willing to incorporate this new 

study in its department.  Some scholars considered cinema studies a “travesty of older 

                                                 
1 Sheffield, S.L. (2001). Streetwise: rethinking motion picture arts education. Journal of 
Film and Video, 53 (1).   
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university disciplines like philosophy, art history and literature.” 2  Nevertheless, film 

teaching was for the most part categorized under the fine arts department, and developed 

overtime into a discipline of its own. 3 

Since the 1950s, motion picture art degrees in both critical study and production 

combined have increased nearly 300 percent—a rate that is 10 times higher than any 

other degree.  650 colleges and universities now offer programs in the motion picture arts.  

Of these, more than 120 offer undergraduate programs with an emphasis in production.  

Over two-dozen schools now award a Master of Fine Arts degree in motion picture arts 

production.  In 2001, close to 75 percent of all directors working in the film/television 

industry have some kind of formal education and training. 4 

 Because film education stemmed from Hollywood, an examination of one is not 

complete without the other.  Hence, in the next section the development of the motion 

picture industry will be examined.   

 

2.2 The development of motion pictures into an entertainment business 

Experiments in photographing movement were underway in both the United States and 

Europe during the latter half of the 19th century.  Eadweard Muybridge is often 

considered the "Father of the Motion Picture" because of his contribution that lead to the 

idea of motion pictures as films.  5  “In Eadweard Muybridge's most famous motion 

                                                 
2 Starenko, M. (1986). Where’s the Text: Cinema Studies in the ‘80s. Afterimage, 14 (1).  
3 Peters, J.M.L. (1961). Teaching about the film. Switzerland: Unesco.   
4 Sheffield, S.L. (2001). Streetwise: rethinking motion picture arts education. Journal of 
Film and Video, 53 (1), p. 20.   
5 Slide, A. (Ed.). (1994). Early American cinema. Metuchen: The Scarecrow Press, p. 3.  
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studies, a row of cameras snapped a dozen or more photographs of a passing horse.” 6  

Through the use of multiple cameras, it was thus capable to capture a series of successive 

images within the different phases of a movement.   

 Muybridge’s experiments were furthered by the work of the Frenchman Etienne-

Jules Marey.  Marey conducted studies that improved the technique and equipment of 

motion pictures.  In the 1880s, he created the chronophotographic sequence cameras, 

which took successive images on a continuous roll of film using a single camera.  

Marey’s studies are often credited as the basis of the cinematography. 7 

 In 1889, building upon the experiments of Muybridge and Marey, Thomas Edison 

invented the kinetograph, a camera using rolls of coated celluloid film that enabled the 

recording of a series of motion.  The Kinetoscope, used in conjunction with the camera, 

allowed viewers to look at the moving images, i.e. peep show viewing, that flipped in 

sequence. 8  The Kinetoscope was marketed in 1893 and immediately gained popularity 

in penny arcades.  Edison’s invention created a device that turned motion pictures into an 

entertainment form.  In 1895, the French brothers Lumière created the first projection 

device, the Cinématographe.  This invention further maximized motion pictures as a 

moneymaking business by allowing masses of audiences to view motion pictures at one 

time.  In the United States, a similar image projection machine called the Vitascope was 

developed and debuted in Atlanta, Georgia in 1895. 9 

 From these inventions came the birth of motion pictures as an entertainment 

                                                 
6 Bellis, M. Search on Eadweard Muybridge. 
http://inventors.about.com/od/mstartinventors/a/Muybridge.htm 
7 Slide, A. (Ed.). (1994). Early American cinema. Metuchen: The Scarecrow Press, p. 3. 
8 Robinson, D. (1996). From Peep Show to Palace: The Birth of American Film. New 
York: Columbia University Press, p. 34. 
9Slide, A. (Ed.). op. cit., p. 4-5. 
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business.  The first movie theater opened in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, in 1905 and it was 

completely furnished with luxurious accessories and a piano.  A nickel was charged for 

admission, giving the theater its name: nickelodeon (odeon comes from the Greek word 

for theater. 10  Consequently, a new industry was born and motion picture’s potential as a 

popular entertainment form came to rise. 

 The early films consisted of vaudeville acts, comedies, and documentaries that 

chronicle contemporary attitudes, fashions, and events.  Hence, the films ran no longer 

than 10 minutes.  “By 1904, fiction films, or acted films, as opposed to actualities, were 

becoming the production priority.” 11  

 The popularity of the nickelodeons soared, and by 1908, there were 

approximately 8,000 nickelodeons in the U.S. 12 The novelty and content of motion 

pictures attracted a wide range of audiences, from the rich to the poor, from men, women 

to children.  Furthermore, the shorter film length and the frequent showings allowed 

people to stop in almost anytime.  By the end of 1907, however, entrepreneurs wanted to 

maximize their profits and began to build movie theaters with greater seating capacities 

to enable larger audiences to see longer films in one setting. 13 

With the making of longer films, collaboration and coordination of efforts became 

necessary in order to maximize efficiency, cost and profits.  Some of these developments 

                                                 
10 Carnegie Library of Pittsburgh. Search on nickelodeon. 
http://www.clpgh.org/http://www.clpgh.org/exhibit/neighborhoods/downtown/down_n71
.html 
11 Search on history of motion pictures. 
http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/edhtml/edfict.html#F 
12 Bowser, E. (1994). The Transformation of Cinema, 1907-1915. History of the 
American Cinema. Berkeley: University of California Press, (2). 
13 Search on history of motion pictures. 
http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/edhtml/edfict.html#F 
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included the star system, the establishment of studios where the films would be made, the 

categorization of the different aspects of filmmaking into specific job functions, and the 

planning of the making of a film.  Thus, new jobs were defined: actors, producers, 

cinematographers, writers, editors, film laboratory technicians, and directors.  

 

2.3 The rise and fall of the motion picture industry in the United States 

The first American studios were centered in the New York City area.  The move to the 

West Coast was a combination of escaping the licensing restrictions on filmmaking as a 

result of Edison’s patents and of being able to make films all year around because of the 

warmer weather in California. 14  Thus, by 1913, Hollywood, California, became the 

center of American movie making where the studio system of filmmaking flourished. 15 

 The growth of motion picture studios was facilitated by the “star system,” where 

audiences began to follow a particular actor or actress, such as Charlie Chaplin, Mary 

Pickford, and Lillian Gish. 16  Consequently, studios used the actor or actress’ popularity 

to promote films while tying their studio name to the stars’ fame.  Thus, the studios had 

actors and actresses sign multi-year contracts, ensuring their control over the stars.  

Furthermore, studios often packaged films by popular stars with films that were less in 

demand, forcing theaters to buy several of the films made by a particular studio. 17  As a 

result of this business tactic, studios were able to gain much control over the motion 

                                                 
14 Litman, B. (1998). The motion picture mega-industry. Needham Heights: Allyn & 
Bacon, p. 10. 
15 Search on the history of motion pictures. http://www.answers.com/motion%20pictures 
16 Slide, A. (Ed.). (1994). Early American cinema. Metuchen: The Scarecrow Press, p. 
141. 
17 Mjagkij, N. (2003). The film industry in the United States: a brief historical overview. 
Ball State University. 
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picture industry. 

 In the post–World War I period, the star system was further enhanced with the 

ability to incorporate sound dialog in films.  Some of the most sought-after stars of the 

new era included Clark Gable, Jean Harlow, and Marlene Dietrich. 18  The movie 

industry further gained strength with the establishment of the Motion Picture Academy of 

Arts and Sciences in 1927 and its founding members included production executives and 

film luminaries of the time.  Among the missions of the Academy are: “to foster 

cooperation among creative leaders for cultural, educational and technological progress; 

cooperate on technical research and improvement of methods and equipment; provide a 

common forum and meeting ground for various film-related crafts; and represent the 

viewpoint of actual creators of the motion picture.” 19  Two years later, in 1929, the 

Academy started an annual awards ceremony that is known today as the Oscar. 20  This 

ceremony, attended by star-studded celebrities and highly covered by the media, drew 

immense public attention, thus, furthering public’s fascination with all that was 

associated with Hollywood – movie studios, movie stars, glamour, and prestige.  

 This cooperation and collaboration that resulted from the Academy helped the 

movie studios to gain strength as a united force against its adversaries.  Furthermore, it 

also set the precedent for the future of the film industry.  Today, studios continue to pull 

their resources together and join in efforts to foster the craft of filmmaking via new 

technological developments and cooperation with other fields, such as education. 

                                                 
18 Bordwell, D., Staiger, J. and Thompson, K. (1991). The classical Hollywood cinema. 
London: Routledge, p. 19. 
19 Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences website. 
http://www.oscars.org/academy/history.html 
20 Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences website. 
http://www.oscar.com/legacy/?pn=ceremony 
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 From the 1930s until the early 1950s, the studios continued to invest in the 

fostering of talents, and even drew actors and actresses from traditional theater.  Among 

these stars that were sponsored by the studios included Ingrid Bergman, Joan Crawford, 

Bette Davis, Katharine Hepburn, Humphrey Bogart, and Gene Kelly. 21 

 During this era, often referred to as Hollywood's “golden age,” a number of 

omnipotent studios emerged as a result of their ability to sponsor big stars, and hence, 

gain control over the industry.  Among these studios were Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, 

Warner Brothers, RKO, Paramount, Twentieth Century-Fox, and Universal.  Fueled by 

the high public demand, thousands of movie theaters sprung up all over the United States.  

In 1938 there were more than 80 million single admissions per week, accounting for 65% 

of the population at that time.  To meet the huge public craving for films, more than 500 

motion pictures were produced that year. 22 

 In the 1950s, two developments ended the studios' grip on the entertainment 

business: the growing popularity of television, which allowed people to stay home for 

entertainment, and a federal ruling that forced the dismantling of the motion studios’ 

united powers.  The Supreme Court of the United States ruled that the major Hollywood 

studio companies controlled the production, distribution, and exhibition of films, 

constituting a monopoly in violation of antitrust laws and ordered the studios to give up 

ownership of theaters. 23  As a result of the opening of free competition, independent 

distributors and theaters came to rise and took away a large part of the industry's 

                                                 
21 Slide, A. (Ed.). (1994). Early American cinema. Metuchen: The Scarecrow Press, p. 
143. 
22 Search on film. http://www.answers.com/topic/film 
23 Litman, B. (1998). The motion picture mega-industry. Needham Heights: Allyn & 
Bacon, p. 67. 
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audiences after World War II, forcing the studios cut wages and lay off employees.  

Furthermore, studios were also no longer able to provide apprenticeship programs to train 

people in the craft of filmmaking.  In order to compete with television, many studios 

began to produce made-for-TV materials, including commercials, and sold their old films 

to television stations for reruns.  Independent production became the norm, with the 

studios acting merely as distributors. 

 During this period, less emphasis was placed on the star system as studios 

concentrated their efforts on staying competitive.  One of these efforts was the invention 

of new technologies in the hopes of attracting audiences.  In an effort to combat 

television’s appeal, movie companies adopted new technologies that TV could not offer: 

wide-screen, color, and three-dimensional viewing. 24  However, these gimmicks were 

unsuccessful in winning back the audiences.  Yet, the invention and implementation of 

special effects lead to unexpected box-office success and created films such as Star Wars 

(1977) and E.T. (1982) that appealed to audiences of all ages--men, women, and 

children.25  As a result, movie theater attendance gained momentum once again.  The use 

of special effects in films continues to be a major draw to the theaters for audiences even 

today, with box-office hits like Jurassic Park (1993) and The Matrix (1999).   

 The appeal of special effects to generate profits is probably the film industry’s 

most successful technological invention.  Consequently, the industry works closely with 

technology companies and invests heavily in the development of new technologies, as its 

future is greatly dependent upon it to attract viewers.  

                                                 
24 Litman, B. op. cit., p. 229-230. 
25 Kelly K. & Edgar T. (1997). Film school confidential: the insider’s guide to film 
school. New York: The Berkeley Publishing Group, p. 3. 
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 Other developments that helped sustain the survivability of the motion studios 

included the development of videocassettes and videocassette players, which helped the 

boost of films sales even though they were shown at home instead of the theaters. 26  

Furthermore, in an attempt to appeal to audiences’ varying preferences, many of the 

movie theaters began showing several films in different auditoriums; thus, the idea of 

multiplexes was born.  Nevertheless, by the turn of the decade, major studios faced 

financial difficulties, forcing studios to merge with each other or to be bought by other 

corporations. 27 

Despite developments that put a dent in motion studios’ profits, such as 

television’s prevalence in homes and the distribution of movies on digital video disks 

(DVDs), which enable unlawful copying of movies and illegal posting on the Internet, 

many of the original motion picture studios still exist today.  However, due to the high 

cost of producing movies, these studios are often part of larger corporations.  For 

example, Paramount Motion Pictures Group is now owned by the media conglomerate 

Viacom and the once-dominant Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer is now co-owned by Sony and 

Comcast.  Yet, it is because of the financial capabilities of these united companies that 

enable the production of high-cost films featuring the latest special effects.  As for the 

independent studios that came to rise during the old motion picture studios’ decline, 

many of them are now a subsidiary of larger studios—again as a result of the high-cost of 

producing films.  For example, Sony Pictures Classics, designed to develop less 

commercial, more character driven films, is owned by Sony Pictures and Fox Searchlight 

                                                 
26 Litman, B. op. cit., p. 88. 
27 Ibid., p. 105. 
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belongs to News Corporation, which also owns Fox Entertainment Group. 28  Thus, 

motion studios continue to play an important role in the film industry by creating popular 

blockbuster films, enhanced with computer graphic imagery, that attain unprecedented 

worldwide attention.  Yet, they no longer have sole control and their existence is a 

collaboration between the creators of films, i.e. the artists, and various media forces, i.e. 

the financiers. 

 

2.4 Summary 

Motion picture’s existence is a byproduct of experiments in horse racing and motion.  

However, film’s potential as a lucrative entertainment business was quickly realized, and 

soon new machines were developed to bring film to the masses, motion picture studios 

sprang up to produce films, and the star system was created to attract audiences.  

However, the birth of television significantly lowered film attendance and anti-monopoly 

laws greatly diminished movie studios’ power and profits.  The most successful attempt 

to win back audiences is the technological innovations in special effects that helped to 

create box-office hits like Star Wars (1977) and E.T. (1982).  Special effects continue to 

be a major draw for audiences today.  Therefore, motion picture studios are now part of 

larger media conglomerates in order to have the funding and resources to produce films 

with the latest special effects. 

 

 

 

                                                 
28 Search on Hollywood movie studios. 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Hollywood_movie_studios 
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CHAPTER 3: THE MARRIAGE OF MOTION PICTURES AND TECHNOLOGY 

Chapter 3 looks at the inseparable relationship between motion pictures 

and technology.  First, the evolution of filmmaking is explained through 

technological innovations in sound, color, special effects, and editing.  

Next, technology’s influence is examined within the context of motion 

pictures and film education.  Together, these sections will provide an 

understanding of the codependence between film and technology. 

 

3.1 Technology in motion pictures  

The early forms of motion pictures were merely a sequence of still images projected onto 

a screen.  Next, it became possible to record a series of actions on a single reel.  At first, 

simple actions were filmed as the camera could only be used in a fixed position.  But new 

developments soon allowed the camera to be pivoted, or panned, on a tripod or moved 

toward or away from a subject.  In the beginning, motion pictures were recorded on 35 

mm film stock and were shown in black and white.  Furthermore, the films were silent.  

The first films had no sound unless the pit orchestra chose to play an accompaniment or 

the operator devised his own sound effects or used a device such as the Allefex machine.   

It was not until many years later, in the late 1920s, that the Vitaphone process was 

created, allowing sound to be incorporated into films. 1   

 The first successful results with color photography and projection were conducted 

by George Albert Smith in November 1906 via the Kinemacolor system. 2  Even though 

                                                 
1 Litman, B. (1998). The motion picture mega-industry. Needham Heights: Allyn & 
Bacon, p. 226. 
2 Slide, A. (Ed.). (1994). Early American cinema. Metuchen: The Scarecrow Press, p. 177. 
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this invention occurred before the creation of recorded sound in films, ironically, color 

was not implemented in filmmaking until many decades later.  This is because the public 

was relatively indifferent to color films.  It was not until the late 1940s, as the cost for 

color processing was close to black-and-white films, that more directors chose to shoot in 

color.  But it was ultimately the rise of television that forced the movie studios to switch 

to color in order to attract the audiences.  

 Special effects in films were invented very early on in the history of motion 

pictures.  The Frenchman George Méliès is credited as having invented the first special 

effects in motion pictures, techniques such as substitution, multiple exposures, time-lapse 

photography, and dissolves. 3  In addition to creating effects via the cameras, drawings or 

animation were used to create the illusion of motion.  Furthermore, three-dimensional 

miniature models were built to simulate actions that could not be staged or filmed in real 

life.  Special effects techniques were further improved with the invention of bluescreens, 

which drastically enhanced the special effects quality in color films.  As new 

technologies emerged, special effects in motion pictures were also altered.  With the 

invention of computers and digital technology, hand-drawn animations and miniature 

models were replaced with computer-generated images.  

 Like special effects, editing of films was also invented early in the development 

of motion pictures.  The American Edwin S. Porter was first to experiment with cutting 

or editing of scenes. 4  In the beginning, editing was done by physically cutting and 

taping together of film stock using a splicer and then threading and viewing the film on a 

machine such as a Steenbeck.   This type of linear editing did not change for most of the 

                                                 
3 Ibid., p. 8. 
4 Slide, A. (Ed.). op. cit., p. 8. 
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century.  However, the emergence of digital technologies in the late 1990s eliminated the 

need to physically cut the film.  Instead, films are first imported and saved on a 

computer’s hard-drive.  Using software, such as Avid and Final Cut Pro, different frames 

can be easily accessed and edited.  This new form of non-linear editing greatly facilitated 

the editing process.  Consequently, it is the predominant form of film editing in the 

industry as well as in educational institutions today.  

 

3.2 Motion pictures in technology  

“Cinema…has always been a marriage of entertainment and technology, of the aesthetic 

and the industrial: the place where science and art meet.” 5  Yet, motion pictures has a 

schizophrenic love-hate relationship with technology.  On the one hand, it is technology’s 

endless possibilities that make imaginations such as the recreation of prehistoric animals 

in Jurassic Park (1993) a reality.  On the other hand, it is its potential for disaster and 

misery, i.e. manipulation of facts and history, that takes away the credibility of the 

motion picture art.   

The latest movement in motion picture technology, and perhaps one that has 

stirred the most debate, came about in the late 1980s with the rise of digital technology.  

As with anything new, new technology seemed to engender fear in people.  During a 

1999 conference, some scholars expressed opposition to the digital wave by stating that 

new technologies posed as a threat to the existence of the art and institution of cinema 

studies.  They argued that new technology is like “an avalanche of new media luring 

                                                 
5 Nelmes, J. (Ed.). (1996). Film: the place where art and technology meet. An 
Introduction to Film Studies. New York: Routledge, p. 82. 
 



 19

audiences away from film theatres, as well as digital technology poised to replace 

conventional definitions of cinema.”  However, perhaps the biggest fear of these scholars 

was the termination of the discipline—“that ‘cinema studies’ was rapidly moving from 

being a new and lively discipline to one that in effect studied a dead language.” 6 

One year later, in 2000, the same group of scholars met again.  This time, they 

embraced the new technologies and acknowledged the institutionalization of film studies 

(if not media studies in general).  “Celebrating a discipline of inclusion, most of the 

speakers welcomed new media technologies and the challenges that such developments 

pose to theory and criticism,” commented Griffin.  “Rather than desiring a return to the 

halcyon days of being "cutting edge," the 2000 plenary examined how to function within 

a more established discipline.” 7  Yet, these scholars where still concerned that they might 

be ousted by new technology.  Hence, they announced at the plenary that SCS was 

working with other academic bodies to gather information to battle the growing trend by 

college and universities in hiring adjuncts over tenured positions.  Furthermore, “they 

welcomed not only a cross-fertilization of examining multiple media structures, but 

encouraged a cross-fertilization of theoretical models and areas of study, to not see 

concepts such as interdisciplinary programs as lacking but as not sufficiently given their 

due.” 8  Perhaps these scholars hoped to keep their tenures by introducing the old (film 

theory) with the new (technology).   

                                                 
6 Griffin, S. (2000). Millenial momentum: a report on the society for cinema studies 
conference, 2000. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Griffin, S. Millenial momentum: a report on the society for cinema studies conference, 
2000. 
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Regardless of the academic debate about the inclusion of technology in film, it is 

impossible to avoid new technologies in filmmaking because technology facilitates the 

production process and enables directors to produce films that go beyond the limitations 

of humans and reality.  “If the suspension of disbelief is the aim of cinema, to make the 

impossible plausible, then the introduction of new technologies has created a whole new 

version of reality – a pseudo reality, a virtual reality.” 9   

Today, technologies used in films have developed so quickly that new 

departments are breaking off from the film school to accommodate for the learning of 

these new technologies.  Interdisciplinary programs have also been introduced, blending 

the boundaries between film art and technology.  As Webster comments, “cinema has 

been a forum for the public exposure of, not only new film technologies, but other 

associated areas such as computers.”   

Furthermore, instead of developing technology for a specific purpose or 

application, as was the case before, it is now being developed in advance of human needs.  

Thus, in some ways technology is shaping the way humans behave, instead of the other 

way around.  “Computer technology will even affect our society and its cognitive and 

learning processes forever.” 10  With the rapid increase of new forms of technology, many 

film schools and students are experiencing “techno fever,” the desire and speed for new 

technology, perhaps without knowing exactly what for and why they need these new 

forms of technologies.  

 

                                                 
9 Nelmes, J. (Ed.). Film: the place where art and technology meet. An Introduction to 
Film Studies, p. 68. 
10 Nelmes, J. (Ed.). op. cit., p.82. 
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3.3 Summary 

Technology has always been an integral part in movie making.  From silent, black-and-

white films to sound, dialogue, and color, technological developments often engendered 

changes in the filmmaking process.  Recent innovations in digital technology have caused 

the switch to non-linear editing and to computer-generated images and special effects, 

and this shift is also evident in American film education.  In an effort to keep up with the 

constant emergence of new technology, additional departments and interdisciplinary 

programs are being created.  While film schools are ever expanding, the gap between film 

as an art form and technology is ever shrinking. 
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CHAPTER 4 THE DEVELOPMENT OF MOTION PICTURES AS AN ACADEMIC 

STUDY 

Filmmaking was originally a craft that people learned in Hollywood studios 

through apprentice training.  However, as studios faced financial 

difficulties, filmmaking became a matter of the academic institution.  As 

studios’ control over the industry weakened, filmmaking evolved more 

freely into an art form.  This section traces the development of film in the 

academic arena, from its early focus in critical studies to the present 

emphasis in production.  Changes in the focus of film studies over the 

years are examined in context with the recent technological developments. 

 

4.1 The birth of a new discipline 

Film education sprang up in the late 1950s when traditional film training through the 

Hollywood studio apprenticeship system collapsed.  Hence, students returned to colleges 

and universities to seek the education and training they needed.  As a result of this need, 

film studies generally offered two specializations: an academic track focusing on the 

critical studies of film and a practical track emphasizing the production of film.   

The beginning of film studies’ placement in the academia can perhaps be given 

the analogy of an unwanted child.  None of the traditional disciples that existed during 

the time were willing to incorporate this new study in its department.  Some scholars 

considered cinema studies a “travesty of older university disciplines like philosophy, art 
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history and literature.” 1  Consequently, there were not many schools that offered 

education in film, and even fewer offered any specifically in production. 2 

Initially, some scholars felt that film studies was mostly related to the teaching of 

English because most films shown come from English-speaking countries, particularly 

from the United States.  As such, “film is considered as a means of expounding ‘English’ 

culture, and is accepted as a form of English literature.” 3  Furthermore, Landy 

commented that the study of cinema was “in fact an outgrowth of critical writings 

involving questions of the status of the text, authorship, relations between word and 

image, and between producer and consumer as well as the rethinking of historicizing.” 4  

Thus, film studies began as an extension of literature department and scholars taught 

either “film and literature” or “film as literature”. 5 

Nevertheless, admitting film studies into the English department was greatly 

challenged at the outset.  The incorporation was like a “multidisciplinary interrogation of 

representation.” 6  “The English department, in incorporating concerns with cinema…has 

been constituted problematically as a college within a college, leaving itself vulnerable to 

the charge of eclecticism and of irresponsibly raiding other disciplines without an 

appropriate and sound re-examination of its intellectual priorities, parameters, and 

methodologies.”  Thus, antagonists of the inclusion of film in English felt that this 

incorporation has turned the English department into “a veritable melting pot in the name 

                                                 
1 Starenko, M. (1986). Where’s the Text: Cinema Studies in the ‘80s. Afterimage, 14 (1). 
2 Sheffield, S.L. (2001). Streetwise: rethinking motion picture arts education. Journal of 
Film and Video, 53 (1), 20.   
3 Peters, J.M.L. (1961). Teaching about the film. Switzerland: Unesco, p. 98. 
4 Landy, M. (1997).  Film and English/American studies: what are we doing in an English 
department? Critical Quarterly, 39 (1), p. 47. 
5 Welsh, J. (1999). Still inventing the wheel [Editorial]. Literature Film Quarterly. 
6 Landy, M. op. cit., p. 49. 
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of ‘multiculturalism’” without careful considerations for “overgeneralising, 

universalising, and totalizing.”   

Cinema studies was still frowned upon by traditional scholars during the 1980s.  

“Although some academic traditionalists may grudgingly accept the formalist study of 

certain art-house films, in general they consider film and television to be one of the direct 

causes of contemporary illiteracy, if not of the decline of Western civilization.  What's 

more, the fact that cinema studies is built on the interrelated methodologies of Marxism, 

feminism and modern French philosophy further antagonizes the detractors of cinema 

studies”. 7 

Despite the challenges of film study’s inclusion into the academia, its popularity 

among the students eventually forced many “traditional” departments to “adopt” it. 8  

Common categorizations of film studies in its early years were in the fine arts and drama 

departments.  Over time, film study gradually found its own place as more schools began 

establishing an independent department in cinema studies. 9 

 

4.2 The focus of cinema studies over the years 

The focus of film education seemed to evolve with each decade and its characteristics 

was closely influenced by the changing of time as well as the market and intellectual 

situation reflected during that time. 

Film studies underwent considerable expansion during the revolutionary era of the 

late 1960s and 1970s.  Thus, that time was regarded as the “high moment” for film 

                                                 
7 Starenko, M. (1986). Where’s the Text: Cinema Studies in the ‘80s. Afterimage, 14 (1). 
8 Welsh, J. (1999, January 1). Still inventing the wheel [Editorial]. Literature Film 
Quarterly. 
9 Peters, J.M.L. op. cit., p. 100. 
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study.10  “Many film scholars came from other fields of study, which meant that many 

new theoretical questions were raised…import of new theories concerned with cultural 

philosophy and ideology, which were essentially taken from different strands of Marxism.  

The questions throughout that period were, therefore, scientific and political in nature.” 11  

During the mid- to late '70s, textualism became the dominant "radical" cinema-studies 

position. 12 

In the ‘80s, the focus shifted from the text itself to the reception of texts, i.e. the 

audiences’ response to the films as well as how film and television makers play with the 

audience. 13  There was “a more keen focus on the interaction between film and the 

spectator, and a focus on film as a cultural issue.”  During this period, film studies also 

addressed questions that deal with culture and natural sciences. 14 

During the 1990s, as a consequence of cinema’s incorporation with other 

disciplines, a new trend in interdisciplinary studies emerged.  “One sees courses on genre, 

especially on melodrama, that unite cinema and literature with questions of gender, 

sexuality, and history…  And film theory deals with questions of the gaze, spectacle, and 

spectatorship, topics that are now also discussed in literature.” 15 

From the turn of the century until the present, film studies have widely infiltrated 

the university curriculum and the nature of film has helped to bring about new 

                                                 
10 Griffin, S. (2000). Millenial momentum: a report on the society for cinema studies 
conference, 2000. 
11 Simpson, P., Utterson, A. & Shepherdson, K.J. (Eds.). (2004). Review of Film, Theory, 
Critical Concepts in Media and Cultural Studies. London: Routledge.  
12 Starenko, M. (1986). Where’s the Text: Cinema Studies in the ‘80s. Afterimage, 14 (1). 
13 Ibid. 
14 Simpson, P., Utterson, A. & Shepherdson, K.J. (Eds.). op. cit. 
15 Landy, M. op. cit., p. 48. 
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perspectives. 16  Cinema’s ongoing popularity and influence is due to the fact that it is 

considered “the art form of modernity.” 17  “Considerations of realism and modernism in 

cinema have paved the way for a reconsideration of communication: the cinema seems to 

fulfill the age-old dream of providing a means of communication which the signals 

employed are themselves identical or near-identical with the world which is the object of 

thought.” 18  More so than ever before, cinema examines, reflects, and represents the 

changes of society. 

Film as a mirror of society is evident in the incorporation of new technological 

forms in film education today.  The audiences’ fascination with the impossible made 

possible through special effects and the prevalence of digital technology in all aspects of 

society are causing a shift towards the digitization of filmmaking.  Although schools 

continue to offer an academic track in film studies, the focus lately has been in the 

production specialization.  To keep up with the industry and student demands, film 

production programs have expanded exponentially with new courses of instruction 

ranging from an introduction of digital animation to laboratory exercises in non-linear 

editing software to interactive video design. 

 

4.3 American film education today 

A film school is a loosely defined term that includes any educational institution that 

teaches moviemaking, from film production, theory, to script writing.  In some schools, 

hands-on technical training in shooting, editing, sound mixing, etc. is incorporated as part 

                                                 
16 Welsh, J. (1999). Still inventing the wheel [Editorial]. Literature Film Quarterly. 
17 Landy, M. op. cit., p. 48. 
18 Ibid. 
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of the curriculum.  While in other schools, such as technical schools offering associate 

degrees, the practical aspects of filmmaking is the only training.  Most film programs are 

offered through existing colleges and universities, often in art or communication 

departments.  Debates over the importance and necessity of a film school education in 

helping one to enter the film industry is a question that many in this industry have 

pondered. 19  Of course, there are examples supporting both sides.  For example, directors 

Martin Scorsese, George Lucas, and Francis Ford Coppola graduated from New York 

University, University of Southern California, and University of California-Los Angeles, 

respectively.  On the other hand, directors like Quentin Tarantino and Paul Thomas 

Anderson are part of the "VCR filmmakers" who had no formal college film training, but 

gained knowledge of film techniques by watching thousands of movies on video.  

Furthermore, the increasing availability and decreasing cost of digital equipment have 

engendered a new wave of independent filmmaking.  Unlike before where many students 

attended film schools in order to gain access to the equipment, antagonists of film school 

education argue that the cost of attending a film school can now be better spent on 

making a film. 20  Others contend that a film education is important because it gives 

students the chance to connect with peers, to gain feedback, and to network with 

professionals who may help them with a job after graduation careers.  As Dr. Michael 

Renov, Assistant Dean of University of Southern California’s School of Cinematic Arts 

commented:  

“Now people probably have some of the [software] programs, like Final Pro, on 
their computer, so the bar is a lot lower in some ways because everyone has access 

                                                 
19 Kelly K. & Edgar T. (1997). Film school confidential: the insider’s guide to film 
school. New York: The Berkeley Publishing Group, p. 9. 
20 Kelly K. & Edgar T. op. cit., p. 15. 
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and can make film from [their] cell phone or digital camera.  So the bar is lower in 
some ways because it seems to democratize what used to be somewhat of an elite 
practice, but it does not necessarily mean people know what they are doing.  They 
still need to be more thoughtful and possibly get some expertise and educational 
insights.  In the end, it’s about making something good.  It’s about getting 
feedback.” 21 

 

4.3.1 Types of film degrees offered 

Undergraduate film programs generally offer a Bachelor of Arts (B.A.) degree.  Some 

schools, such as New York University and Syracuse University, offer Bachelor of Fine 

Arts (B.F.A.) degrees.  The difference is that the majority of the B.F.A. programs consist 

of practical training as opposed to lecture and discussion classes in the B.A. program.  

Furthermore, a typical B.F.A. program places more emphasis in the study of in the arts 

rather than the B.A. where the core of the curriculum is based on liberal arts studies. 22  

At some schools, specializations in production, animation, film theory/criticism, etc. are 

offered, although the curriculum is not conservatory.   

For graduate programs, two degrees are granted: Master of Arts (M.A.) and 

Master of Fine Arts (M.F.A.).  Depending on the school, not all M.A. or M.F.A. 

programs require a thesis project or film.  Therefore, the emphasis and weight between 

practical and theoretical training for the two degree programs vary by schools.  However, 

generally speaking, the former focuses on the historical and critical studies of film in 

which a written thesis is required for graduation, while the latter specializes in the 

practical training of filmmaking, concluding the program with the making of a thesis film.  

However, two facts about the degrees are constant: unlike the M.A., the M.F.A. is a 

                                                 
21 Michael Renov, personal interview, April 2005. 
22 Search on Bachelor of Arts. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bachelor_of_Fine_Arts 
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terminal degree and it is also a teaching degree. 23  While some schools offer doctorate 

programs in cinema studies, almost no doctorate programs are offered in other film 

specializations. 

 

4.3.2 Duration of film programs 

Undergraduate film programs are similar to any undergraduate studies in other disciplines 

and on average take four years to complete.  Students are required to take courses in 

liberal arts during their freshman and sophomore year for a well-rounded education 

before focusing on their area of study during the junior and senior years.   

Graduate programs, on the other hand, vary greatly by the degree program, school, 

as well as the individual.  In general, the M.A. and M.F.A. programs take between two to 

three years to complete.  Programs that require a thesis or film project could take longer, 

as long as four or more years, depending on the student’s individual progress.  Moreover, 

“each school has different time restrictions: some kick students out at the end of classes, 

others allow students to continue to haunt the school, wondering the halls like the undead, 

as long as they keep paying to matriculate.” 24 

 

4.3 Summary 

The fall of the Hollywood apprentice system relegated the teaching and training of 

filmmaking to the academia.  Film studies was initially challenged by traditional 

disciplines as an academic study.  Nevertheless, literature and fine arts departments 

                                                 
23 Kelly K. & Edgar T. (1997). Film school confidential: the insider’s guide to film 
school. P. 14. 
24 Kelly K. & Edgar T. op. cit., p 18. 
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eventually offered studies in film.  As theories on film developed and recognition of film 

as an independent form of expression and art increased, film studies spun off to become 

its own department.  Film programs are generally divided into two tracks: academic and 

production.  While the former is still offered, much of the focus and efforts of schools 

have been in the production of films.  In light of new technological developments that are 

altering the process of filmmaking, new courses are created to offer hands-on training 

using new technology--thus, placing more emphasis on the production as contrasted to 

the academic aspect of film. 
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CHAPTER 5 SAMPLES, LIMITATIONS, AND METHODS 

Chapter 5 examines the three types of film schools that are generally 

identified.  It explains why University of Southern California, New York 

University, and University of California-Los Angeles were chosen as 

samples for this research, with Syracuse University used as a reference.  

Quantitative methods to analyze the undergraduate and graduate film 

production programs are discussed.  Personal interviews were conducted 

for the qualitative research.  Additional information about each school’s 

history, philosophy, degrees granted, and department structure were 

collected to support all the findings.  The limitations of this study are also 

detailed to provide transparency of possible errors.   

 

5.1 Types of Film Schools 

In “Film School Confidential - The Insider’s Guide to Film School”, Kelly and Edgar 

(1997) categorized film schools into three kinds: industry, independent, and experimental.   

As its name implies, industry schools – most typified by University of Southern 

California and American Film Institute – align their teaching and training with the 

Hollywood system so that students will be prepared for work in the industry.  The 

training at such schools is like “a microcosm of industry filmmaking, where there are 

fabulous riches to be had, but only for a few lucky people, and the students compete 

furiously with one another to try to get their hands on it.” 1  In other words, while the 

school provides the funding for the films, only a few students’ scripts will be chosen for 

                                                 
1 Kelly K. & Edgar T. (1997). Film school confidential: the insider’s guide to film school. 
New York: The Berkeley Publishing Group, p. 12. 
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production.  The author of the script would direct the project while other students help 

out as crew.  Moreover, the flip side of such a system is that the filmmaker’s creativity is 

limited and controlled by what is considered marketable by industry standards.  However, 

choosing the industry track where students produce feature films and have the potential 

of becoming famous in the industry can reap great financial rewards.   

Independent schools like UCLA and NYU train students to make films with the 

barest essentials and teach them how to raise their own money to make their films.  “The 

independent schools are microcosms of independent filmmaking—these filmmakers 

never have quite enough money for what they want to do and help one another out as best 

as they can.” 2  Without the financial backing and control, independent filmmaking gives 

students complete artistic freedom over the film.  Yet, the financial costs can be a great 

burden. 

Experimental schools like the San Francisco Art Institute and Syracuse University 

do not focus on funding for films or making of feature films.  Instead, the curriculum 

focuses on film as an art form without influence of film as a business entity.  “The 

experimental schools are full of quiet, artistic people who mostly work alone on shadowy 

projects that few eyes will ever see.  As such, film school can teach you more about the 

filmmaking way of life than about the technique of filmmaking.” 3  

 

5.2 Sample 

                                                 
2 Ibid. 
3 Kelly K. & Edgar T. op. cit., p 13. 
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Film schools from the East and West coasts were chosen for this research to represent the 

beginning of film industry in New York City and its subsequent development and current 

home in Hollywood.   

Although Hollywood is known today as the film capital of the United States, 

movie studios originally sprang up on the East coast in the New York City area and 

eventually migrated to the West.  Perhaps for this reason, along with New York City’s 

continued dominance as a leading cultural center and its proximity to other movie 

capitals in Europe, New York City remains an influential force on the film industry.  

Notably is the film program at New York University’s Tisch School of the Arts with its 

independent style of filmmaking. 4  Consequently, NYU is one of the schools used for 

this research.   

Representing the West coast of filmmaking is University of Southern California, 

with its history and ties deeply rooted with the industry.  Kelly and Edgar calls USC an 

industry school for its style and philosophy of teaching that is closely related to the 

Hollywood system.   

In addition to NYU and USC, University of California – Los Angeles is used in 

this research for examination of a different film program stemming from a foundation in 

drama as well as its uniquely independent style of film teaching.  Finally, Syracuse 

University, with its experimental ways of film teaching, was chosen as a sample to be 

used as a reference to the other schools that have been established longer. 

 

5.3 Limitations 

                                                 
4 Kelly K. & Edgar T. op. cit., p. 11. 
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Availability 

The availability and access to complete materials poses a challenge to the research.  For 

this study, the lack of a complete record on the film schools’ history and development 

over the past century hinders the ability of a comprehensive study.  However, the best 

attempt was made to collect as complete and accurate of the available information as was 

possible.  

On the other hand, the inability to research all available information means that 

the results of this paper are not all-inclusive and all-representative.  There are simply too 

many film programs to examine.  But this research examined three of the top tier film 

schools in an attempt to provide an overview of the general nature of film education. 

 

Random Sampling 

One year per decade from the 1960s to present were chosen for this research.  The best 

attempt was made to provide a fair and consistent random sampling.  However, at times 

the sampling was determined by the limited availability of information.  Thus, such 

sampling limits the accuracy depicting the trend in the changes of the curriculum.  

 

Nature of Technology 

A major limitation of the research is that new technologies are developing so quickly that 

any research involving technology might be outdated soon after publication or it is 

subject to alteration and adaptation to the time in which this research will be used.  

 

Curriculum Changes 
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Schools evaluate, reevaluate and restructure their programs regularly so as to keep up 

with the demands and needs of the changing society and technology.  Consequently, the 

research generated in this paper has time limitations, but this study could be used as a 

background for future studies in this field. 

 

Intangible Factors 

There are some intangible factors that will affect the result of this research.  For example, 

how a class is taught in actuality will vary from the description in the course catalogue.  

Furthermore, the author’s interpretation of the course description must also be factored in 

as affected by subjective analysis.  In addition, students’ reception, understanding, and 

absorption of the materials taught in class differ from individual to individual.  

Consequently, the quantitative results will have a margin of errors caused by these 

intangible factors.  

 

Individual School Culture 

The curriculum at each school is unique.  Therefore, the results are not black and white 

and a definite, fair apple-to-apple comparison would be impossible.  But with careful 

qualitative analysis, it would be possible to obtain a general understanding and 

comparison of the different schools. 

 

Funding and Facilities 

Funding for new facilities and training in these new equipment are major determinants 

for a school when deciding to implement new technologies into their curriculum.  Thus, 
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to fully understand how film education is changing, it is important to conduct detailed 

analysis into a film school’s funding. 

 

5.4 Method 

Quantitative data based on course catalogues, course requirements, and course 

descriptions were used to see how the curriculum has changed over time, while 

qualitative analysis based on interviews and theories will attempt to answer the less 

tangible reasons for how film education has changed by technology over the years. 

The courses offered by each school’s undergraduate and graduate film production 

programs were coded for a statistical analysis.  Because technological developments 

affect the production of films, only the film production track was used for this research.  

Other programs, such as animation and film programs in critical studies, were examined, 

but are only used as references to the production curriculum.   

Based on the course description (the course objective, teaching method--lecture vs. 

laboratory, required projects, etc.), each class was categorized into one or two of the 

groups defined below.  The total given to each course is one point.  Thus, for courses that 

fall in two categories, half a point (0.5) was assigned per category for a total of one point. 

 

The realms of the four categories are:  

• Historical/analytical/foundation – courses that teach history, theory, analysis, 

criticism with teaching methods based primarily on lectures, guest speakers, writing 

exercises; courses that provide a background/foundation to other courses. 
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• Technical/hands-on/production – courses that offer hands-on 

experience/experimentation; students are generally required to create their own work, 

courses that teach the usage of equipments/facilities; students learn techniques and 

fundamentals via direct learning/experience; courses where students hone their skills 

(drawing, acting, directing, etc.). 

• Fundamental – courses that teach basic/fundamental aesthetic/creative principles 

and concepts; courses taught with a combination of lectures and exercises; courses that 

teach, e.g. how to create sound/visual effects, writing techniques, etc.  

• Business/Future/Post-graduation – courses that teach the managerial and 

marketing/advertising aspects of the film industry; courses that help students with the 

transition from being in school to the film industry, e.g. how to pitch stories, 

professionalism in the field. 

 

Whenever possible, all of the film courses offered by that school in that year were coded 

in order to provide a broader view of the curricula.  When the entire course offerings 

were not available, at the very minimum, the core requirements for each program were 

used for analysis.  The table below shows the data sampled.  “Complete” means that the 

program requirements, the curriculum, and all of the courses offered were examined.  

“N/A” refers to a program that was not available during that decade. 

 

 1960 1970 1980 1990 2006 
NYU Under complete; complete Complete complete complete 
NYU Grad complete complete Complete complete complete 
UCLA 
Under 

Course name 
and 
description 

complete Complete complete complete 
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not found 
for a few 
courses; 
complete 
curriculum 
requirement; 
complete 
course 
listing not 
available 

UCLA 
Grad 

Complete 
curriculum 
requirement; 
complete 
course 
listing not 
available 

complete complete complete complete 

USC Under Complete 
curriculum 
requirement; 
complete 
course 
listing not 
available 

Complete 
curriculum 
requirement 

Complete 
curriculum 
requirement 

Complete 
curriculum 
requirement 

Complete 
curriculum 
requirement 

USC Grad Complete 
curriculum 
requirement; 
complete 
course 
listing not 
available 

Complete 
curriculum 
requirement 

Complete 
curriculum 
requirement 

Complete 
curriculum 
requirement 

Complete 
curriculum 
requirement 

Syracuse 
Under 

n/a Complete 
curriculum 
requirement 

Complete 
curriculum 
requirement 

Complete 
curriculum 
requirement 

complete 

Syracuse 
Grad 

n/a n/a n/a Complete 
curriculum 
requirement 

Complete 
curriculum 
requirement 

 

The qualitative analysis of this research stems primarily from personal interviews at the 

respective schools with: 



 39

• Christine Choy, who was at the time of the interview Chairperson of the Graduate 

Program of the Maurice Kanbar Institute of Film and Television at New York 

University Tisch School of the Arts, 

• David Irving, who was at the time of the interview Chairperson of the 

Undergraduate Program of the Maurice Kanbar Institute of Film and Television at 

New York University Tisch School of the Arts, 

• Dr. Michael Renov, Professor of Critical Studies and Associate Dean of the 

School of Cinematic Arts, 

• Richard Weinberg, Director and Founder of the USC Computer Animation 

Laboratory. 

 

Other quantitative/qualitative observations were made about the school’s origin, 

philosophy, degrees offered, and department/school organization to provide the 

foundation for analysis of the findings. 

 

5.5 Summary 

The University of Southern California, New York University, and University of 

California-Los Angeles were chosen as sample schools for this research to provide a 

general, yet inclusive, representation of the different kinds of film schools in the United 

States.  Syracuse University was also examined, but is used only as a reference.  The 

undergraduate and graduate film production programs at the schools were studied via 

course catalogues.  The curricula from one year per decade between 1960s to present 

were sampled and analyzed.  Based on the course description, a class was categorized as 
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either a historical, technical, fundamental or business course.  Each class was assigned 

one point.  In the case where a class falls between two categories, half a point was 

assigned per group.  Whenever possible, all of the course offerings by the film 

department were coded.  At the very least, the programs’ core course requirements were 

used for analysis.  Face-to-face interviews with chairpersons from NYU undergraduate 

and graduate programs, the Associate Dean of USC’s School of Cinematic Arts, and the 

founder of the computer animation library were conducted to provide qualitative analysis 

of the school’s curricula.  Thus, this study hopes to answer the research questions via the 

quantitative findings supported by the information from the qualitative interviews. 
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CHAPTER 6 UNDERSTANDING THE ORIGIN OF FILM SCHOOLS 

It was discussed in Chapter 4 that film programs were created to train 

students in the craft of filmmaking and to prepare them for work in the 

movie studios.  While this might have been the purpose for the early film 

schools, it was also noted in Chapter 4 that the focus of film programs later 

shifted to film as an art form.  Consequently, film schools established later 

might have a different mission.  Furthermore, in “Film School Confidential - 

The Insider’s Guide to Film School”, Kelly and Edgar (1997) categorized 

film schools into three types--industry, independent, and experimental--and 

suggested that the types are a reflection of the reality of the film world.  

These observations, that Hollywood influenced the philosophy of a film 

school and that film schools are a reflection of the film world, helped to 

bring about the idea that perhaps the origin of a school and its philosophy 

might have a correlation with technology.  Moreover, the purpose of a film 

program will affect the duration of the training and the degrees offered, 

whether it is an academic or a professional degree.  Thus, this chapter 

looks at the kinds of film schools as well as the origin and philosophy of 

the sampled schools.  Furthermore, it provides an introduction of the 

different degrees offered in film studies and the average duration of film 

programs.  Understanding the origin, philosophy and degrees granted will 

serve as a foundation in explaining the results and findings in the 

subsequent chapter. 
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The chart below depicts the hierarchy of effects on the curriculum, which then 

affects the program structure and degrees offered.  It also shows that technology is an 

inevitable external factor that shares a co-affecting relationship with the type of film 

school.  In other words, how technology is perceived and incorporated in a film school 

depends on the type of film school, its philosophy, and origin.  Thus, how a curriculum is 

structured is determined by the type of school coupled with its acceptance of technology.  

Moreover, the kind of school, technology and the curriculum will also influence the 

programs offered, which will affect the degrees awarded. 

 

Table 6.1 Hierarchy of effects on the curriculum 

 

6.1 University of Southern California  

Origin of the Program 

The origin of the first film program in the Unites States dates back to 1929, when the 

University of Southern California began offering motion picture courses with sponsorship 

Origin

Philosophy

Type of school

Program
structureCurriculum

Degrees
offered

Technology
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from the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences. 1  Subsequently, in 1932 the 

Department of Cinematography within the College of Letters, Arts and Sciences was 

established, making it the first course of study in cinematography leading to the Bachelor 

of Arts degree at an American college or university.  USC’s collaboration with the 

industry had a profound influence on the mission of the program. 

 

Philosophy of the Program 

The collaboration between USC and the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences to 

form a film program lead to the creation of a curriculum that caters to the industry.  In the 

1947 USC Cinema Course Catalog, the purpose of the Department was described as 

follows: 

 

1.) “provide a broad yet incused perspective on the cinema arts, crafts, and sciences 

and their relationship to the film industry 

2.) an understanding of the motion picture as a visual medium of expression, with 

particular application to education, industry, and scientific research 

3.) a practical orientation relative to the cinema professions.” 2 

 

In all three aspects of the mission statement, the Department aimed to foster skill sets that 

students can use in the industry.   

                                                 
1 University of Southern California School of Cinematic Arts website. 
http://cinema.usc.edu/resources/resources-history.cfm 
2 USC Cinema Course Catalog (1947). 
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The close connection between the industry and USC film program is still present 

today and the purpose of the program remains focused on providing students with the 

training they need for the industry.  Richard Weinberg, founder of the Digital Arts 

Division at the School echoes this philosophy:  “[The mission of the digital division is to] 

prepare students for industries that are using these new technologies in animation and 

special effects.” 3 

 

Program Highlights 

1929 – USC offered a series of lectures on various phases of motion pictures, with the 

sponsorship of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences and under the direction 

of Lester Cowan 

 

1930 – Several departments of the College of Letters, Arts and Sciences offered courses 

dealing with the origin and history of the industry and its sociological aspects, 

“endeavoring to give some insight into its basic arts and crafts” 

 

1932 – Department of Cinematography within the College of Letters, Arts and Sciences 

was created from the previous courses with new ones added; it was the first course of 

study in cinematography leading to the Bachelor of Arts degree to be introduced into an 

American college or university 

 

                                                 
3 Richard Weinberg, personal interview, April 2005. 
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1935 – A one-year graduate study leading to the Master of Arts degree was introduced to 

the curriculum.   

 

1940 – Name of the Department of Cinematography changed to Department of Cinema 

(USC Institute of the Arts, 1947) 

 

1941 – Cinema Department began offering courses in Photo Techniques, Photo 

Composition and Photo Portraiture 

 

1946 – the Institute of the Arts was formed as a division of the College of Letters, Arts 

and Sciences; the new Institute grouped together the College of Music and the 

departments of Cinema, Drama, Fine Arts, Radio, and Speech, each department 

continued to offer majors in its own discipline. 

 

1946 – Additional photography courses added, such as Fundamentals of Photography and 

Color Photography; educational film production introduced 

 

1948 – courses in documentary screenwriting and films for television added 

 

1949 – instruction in documentary direction and production offered 

 

mid-1950s – the Institute of the Arts becomes the Division of Communications (which is 

part of the College of Letters, Arts, and Sciences), hence the Department of Cinema also 
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becomes a part of the Division, curriculum continues to encourage students to take 

electives outside the department for a more well-rounded education, the Department 

consisted of full-time faculty and part-time instructors from the motion picture industry, 

“thus students of the Department work in close association with professional leaders in 

the field” (Department of Cinema Course Catalog, 1950). 

 

1966 – School of Performing Arts unites the Divisions of Cinema, Drama and the School 

of Music 

 

1966 – Cinema changes from the Division of Social Sciences and Communication to the 

Division of Humanities 

 

1971 – USC Cinema is the first nationally to offer the Master of Science degree in Film 

Education 

 

1972 – USC Cinema introduces its summer film studies program overseas, initially in 

Germany (1972) and later in France (1973), Scotland (1973), Israel (1974) and Japan 

(1975) 

 

1976 – Cinema becomes Cinema and Television - Division of Humanities 

 

1979 – USC Cinema-Television celebrates its 50th anniversary 
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1979 – first graduate producing program launched with a one million dollar contribution 

by Fran and Ray Stark for the development of the Peter Stark Motion Picture Producing 

Program to formalize the training of film producers and studio executives. 

 

1980 – Barbara Streisand, George Lucas, the Harold Lloyd Foundation and Samuel Z. 

Arkoff donate to USC CNTV. 

 

1980 – The Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences sponsors summer internships 

to CNTV students enrolled in the Peter Stark Motion Picture Producing Program 

 

1983 – The School of Performing Arts, Division of Cinema becomes the School of 

Cinema-Television 

 

2006 – The School changes its name to the School of Cinematic Arts 

 

Dependent and Independent Variables on USC’s Curriculum 

Figure 6.2 below depicts the flow of variables that affect USC’s curriculum.  Its origin 

with the support from the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences influenced the 

school’s initial mission to provide students the training they need to work for the studios 

after graduation.  Since the industry follows the latest technological developments 

(technology is motion picture industry’s greatest ally in attracting viewers), school that 

aim to train students for the workforce consequently also follow the latest technological 

trends.  Thus, the figure shows that the relationship between USC and technology is an 
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interdependent correlation.  As a result, USC’s curriculum is very susceptible to the latest 

technological changes and developments in the industry. 

 

Figure 6.2 Variable effects on USC’s curriculum 

 

6.2 New York University 

Origin of the Program 

New York University’s film program came about in the 1940s to meet the need of the 

U.S. government to make industrial films. 4  But it was not until 1965 that the School of 

the Arts was founded to provide conservatory training in theater and film.  Over the 

course of the past four decades, the School’s curriculum has remained firmly committed 

to this philosophy of specialized training. 

 

Philosophy of the Program 

                                                 
4 Irving, D. Personal interview at NYU, April 11, 2005. 

Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences

Train students for the industry

Industrial school

Very accepting of
new technologies

Technology
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NYU film school’s philosophy of “learning film by doing” did not change since the 

Department was founded.  Its aim continues to be to “create an extraordinary training 

ground for the individual artist and scholar of the arts.” 5  Its hope is to produce students 

“who will have a world view and opinion…to reshape the landscape of communication 

arts.” 6 

 

Program Highlights  

1965 - The School of the Arts at New York University was founded to provide 

conservatory training in theatre and film, additional departments of dance, theatre design 

and lighting, and cinema studies were created within a few years 

 

1966-67 - Television and Motion Pictures changed name to Film and Television Program 

 

Fall 1967 - Film and Television Program inaugurated into the School of the Arts 

 

1967-68 - Institute of Film and Television established 

 

1970-71 - Department of Cinema Studies reorganized, offering B.F.A., A.M. and Ph.D. 

degrees, previously a similar cinema studies program was offered under the Graduate 

Cinema Program 

 

1974 - undergraduate Department of Drama founded 

                                                 
5 New York University Tisch School of the Arts, Dean’s Message, 2007. 
6 David Irving, personal interview, April 11, 2005. 
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1976-78 - The Alternate Media Center established; offers more hands-on practical 

courses/internships, such as teaching; this new Center influenced the Undergraduate 

curriculum to shift its focus to cable TV 

 

1979 - Interactive Telecommunications Program established 

 

1980 - the Department of Dramatic Writing and the Department of Performance Studies 

are created 

 

1981 - the Graduate Musical Theatre Writing Program formed 

 

1982 - Department of Photography and Imaging 

 

1982 - the School was renamed the Tisch School of the Arts after a gift from Laurence A. 

and Preston Robert Tisch  

 

1986 - a graduate program in Animation is offered through the Graduate Division of the 

Department of Film and Television 

 

1999 - the Department of Art and Public Policy established 

 

2003 - the Clive Davis Department of Recorded Music founded 
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Dependent and Independent Variables on NYU’s Curriculum 

NYU’s film program began with the philosophy of conservatory training and a focus on 

encouraging students to have their own style of filmmaking by inspiring students to 

develop their individual perspectives on life.  Thus, when new technologies in movie 

making are invented, NYU is not in a rush to follow suit.  The School will implement a 

technology only after it has proven to be successful, practical, and prevalent before 

switching their curriculum to these new technologies.  Unlike USC where finding from 

the industry and alumni are abundant, NYU also has to consider the financial capabilities 

of incorporating new technologies.  Thus, while NYU offers its students training and 

facilities in the latest technologies, it does not have the vast amount of material and 

financial resources that USC has. 

 

Figure 6.3 Variable effects on NYU’s curriculum 
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6.3 University of California – Los Angles 

Origin of the Program 

The film major at UCLA started out within the Department of Theater Arts under the 

College of Applied Arts.  It remained within the theater discipline until the 1980s.  

 

Philosophy of the Program 

The mission of the film department is to “provide the highest standard of professional 

training that also encourages the independent spirit of innovation and creative risk-taking.  

The objective is not to train students to fit into pre-existing slots in the entertainment 

industry, but rather to become skilled, vital leaders and innovators in their respective 

fields.” 7 

 

                                                 
7 University of California-Los Angeles Department of Theater, Film and Television 
website. http://www.tft.ucla.edu/about.cfm 

Conservatory training

Encourage students to develop
own style of filmmaking
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Program Highlights  

1919 - the Southern Branch of the University of California (later known as the University 

of California – Los Angeles) was established after a bill singed by California Gov. 

William D. Stephens 

 

1939 - the College of Applied Arts (replaced in 1960 by the College of Fine Arts) is 

founded 

 

1940s - the Department of Theatre Arts offered three specializations: theatre, motion 

pictures, and radio 

 

1950s - the Department of Theatre Arts offered one additional specialization in theater 

arts-English 

 

1957 - the Department of Theatre Arts continues to offer specializations in theatre and 

motion pictures, but adds television to the radio specialization, and changes the theater 

arts-English specialization to Language Arts 

 

1960s – the Department of Theatre Arts, which offered four specializations: theatre, 

secondary teaching credential, motion pictures, and television-radio 

 

1970 - Motion Picture and Television-Radio became one specialization, Motion Picture-

Television/Radio, but additional special programs emerged in film making, writing, 
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television production, critical studies, and a combined studies program 

 

1986-87 - name changed to the Department of Theater, Film, and Television 

 

1989 - The School of the Arts and the School of Theater, Film and Television are 

established, replacing the College of Fine Arts 

 

2000s – Digital Media added to create the Department of Film, Television and Digital 

Media 

 

Dependent and Independent Variables on UCLA’s Curriculum 

UCLA’s film program has a long history in the Department of Theater.  Interestingly, the 

program description specifically states that its mission is not to train students who will 

simply fit into the industry mold after graduation, but to encourage students to learn 

filmmaking in a creative way.  Consequently, the industry’s technological trends do not 

have as strong of an impact on UCLA’s film curriculum.  However, as it is inevitable to 

avoid some technological developments in filmmaking, UCLA’s curriculum has changed 

to follow industry as well as student needs. 

 

Figure 6.4 Variable effects on UCLA’s curriculum 
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6.4 Syracuse University 

Origin of the Program 

The film program at Syracuse University (SU) was a collaborative effort between the 

Department of Drama in the College of Visual and Performing Arts, the School of Public 

Communications and the School of Education.  A few years later, the film program was 

solely grouped within the College of Visual and Performing Arts. 

 

Philosophy of the Program 

The mission of Syracuse University’s film program is to train students in independent 

filmmaking and scholarship.  Thus, the priority is not on job training and placement, but 

on creative development and innovation.  “Our program approaches film as an aesthetic 

rather than commercial enterprise but is very flexible and encourages independence, 

Foundation in theater

Encourage students to make film w/o
being affected by industry trends

Independent school

Accept new technologies
based on practicality

Technology
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debate, and originality.  No one dictates a particular structure or style for a film; there is 

no ‘Syracuse look.’” 8 

 

Program Highlights 

1972-73 - School of Art offers Department of Drama 

 

1973 - Film program offered; one major objective of the program is to allow students to 

pursue an in-depth study of cinema in an aesthetic context; film program is coordinated 

with the Department of Drama, the School of Public Communications and the School of 

Education. 

 

1973-74 - Film Sequences offered in (Newhouse) School of Public Communication 

 

1987-88 - Film becomes its own division 

 

Dependent and Independent Variables on SU’s Curriculum 

The film program at Syracuse University has deep roots with traditional art.  This is 

evident in its philosophy, which is to allow students to develop freely without any 

constraints.  The film program at SU encourages students to use any and all forms of art 

and filmmaking techniques.  While new technologies are offered, the school does not 

replace/eliminate old ways of filmmaking.  Consequently, new technologies are 

                                                 
8 Syracuse University College of Visual and Performing Arts Department of Transmedia, 
Film Department, website. http://vpa.syr.edu/index.cfm/page/transmedia-film-art 
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implemented into the curriculum and facilities merely as an additional tool instead of a 

new focus of the program. 

 

Figure 6.5 Variable effects on SU’s curriculum 

 

6.5 Summary 

The information provided in this chapter serves as a basis for analyzing the results and 

findings in the next chapter.  The observations made about the history and philosophy of 

the four schools—USC, NYU, UCLA, and SU—suggest that there is a correlation 

between a school’s origin and philosophy and the type of film school it is.  University of 

Southern California, originating with the support of the industry, has a philosophy of 

training students in preparation for work in the industry.  Thus, it is an industrial school.  

The programs at New York University and University of California-Los Angeles 

encourage students to find their own style of filmmaking in a conservatory training 

setting.  Therefore, they are independent schools.  Finally, Syracuse University, with its 

Foundation in the arts

Encourage students to make film in
unique, creative ways

Experimental school
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young history in film studies, has a daring, exploratory approach to filmmaking, blending 

the old ways with the new.  Hence, it is an experimental school.  Most of the schools 

offer a M.A. degree for the critical studies track in film and a M.F.A. degree in 

production emphasis.  For the undergraduate programs, a B.A. is awarded by USC and 

UCLA, while NYU and SU offer B.F.A. programs.  In general, the graduate programs 

take at least three years to complete due to the thesis film that students produce beginning 

in their third year of study.  The undergraduate programs usually take four years to 

complete.  The duration of film programs and the degrees offered will serve as 

preparation for the qualitative analysis of the findings in the following chapters.  
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CHAPTER 7 RESULTS AND FINDINGS 

Chapter 7 explains the results and findings from the quantitative research 

of the undergraduate and graduate curricula for all four sample schools 

from the 1960s to present.  Based on the discoveries made about each of 

the sample school’s origin and philosophy (discussed in Chapter 6), the 

results are analyzed respectively.  Furthermore, the department structure 

and degrees offered by each program are also examined in relation to the 

school’s origin and philosophy and the quantitative findings.   The data and 

results can be found in (Appendix 1).  Since the results are different for the 

undergraduate and graduate programs within the same school, the 

programs will be analyzed separately. 

 

7.1 University of Southern California  

Departments and Degrees 

Since its founding, the film program at USC has been grouped within the big umbrella of 

the College of Letters, Arts, and Sciences.  A separate department for cinematography 

was established in 1932.  This move at the very premature stages of film education 

implies the importance that the University placed on the film program.  For several 

decades, the Department was housed under a subdivision of the College in the School of 

Performing Arts.  In the early 80s, the Department became its own school, the School of 

Cinema-Television.   
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Table 7.1.  
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Perhaps it was film’s increasing popularity as well as the donations from famous 

alumni that enabled the film school to expand and break away from the traditional arts.  

For one, after a string of smash hits in the 70s, such as The Godfather (1972), Jaws 

(1975), and Star Wars (1977), suddenly everyone wanted to study film and be the next 

Steven Spielberg or Francis Ford Coppola making millions of dollars. 1  Thus, the 

demand by students spurred the creation of many new specialized film programs in the 

1980s.  Furthermore, the popularity of these films brought unprecedented profits – capita 

that filmmakers reinvested into the film schools for training of new talents in the latest 

forms of film technologies.  Most notably for USC, perhaps, is alumnus George Lucas, 

who began contributing to the School as early as 1980. 

The 1990s saw a rise in the popularity of computers, software, and the World 

Wide Web and the School greatly expanded.  Two additional departments were created: 

Animation and Digital Arts and Interactive Media.  Animation was a subspecialty in 

production for many decades.  Because animation used to be very labor intensive, it was 

one of the first areas to experiment with and utilize digital technology. 2  As students 

became more interested in the digital making of animation, there was enough demand to 

create a separate department.  Thus, it can be said that technology changed the process to 

create animation, but it did not create a new discipline.   

However, the development of the Interactive Media Department (or “IMD”) was 

very different.  “Interactive program was very specific, one day you just had it!  …It was 

created after planning, of course,” commented Dr. Michael Renov, Assistant Dean of the 

                                                 
1 Kelly K. & Edgar T. (1997). Film school confidential: the insider’s guide to film school. 
New York: The Berkeley Publishing Group, p. 2. 
2 Richard Weinberg, personal interview, April 2005. 
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School of Cinematic Arts. 3  IMD is a direct outcome of new technology, specifically 

computers, digital animation, and the virtual world.  It is an interdisciplinary program 

with coursework in film production, screenwriting and animation, coupled with training 

in three disciplines of interactive media: immersive media, mobile media and video 

games. 4 

While technology definitely instigated the creation of these new divisions, the 

School could not have put these ideas into fruition without great financial support.  

Therefore, the presence of new technologies alone certainly cannot bring about a change 

in a film school.  Perhaps a bigger force of influence is a school’s financial ability to 

implement new technologies.  Luckily for USC, Lucas has a great amount of wealth and, 

perhaps, more importantly, an even greater interest in new technology.   

“George Lucas has been an important alumnus, benefactor for the School.  So I 

think you have to factor him in a little bit too,” said Renov.  “He’s an early adaptor, he 

loved what was possible with digital media.  He no doubt helped push the School in that 

direction earlier than most.  For Lucas this was always the way of the future.  He’s 

always pushed in this digital direction.” 5 

 Most recently, Lucas’ Lucasfilm Foundation gave a record-breaking $175 million 

gift to the School.  The donation also engendered a name change for the institution, 

dropping “Television” from its name to become The School of Cinematic Arts.   

 "Though 'cinematic' was often understood in the 20th century as dealing with 

movies, in this century it is taking on a much broader context, looking beyond the 

                                                 
3 Michael Renov, personal interview, April 2005. 
4 University of Southern California Interactive Media Division website. 
http://interactive.usc.edu/about/ 
5 Michael Renov, personal interview, April 2005. 
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media," said Lucas. "I believe that the new name of the school embodies the movement 

of the industry and the art form, and positions all who learn here as leaders not just for 

the moment, but for generations to come." 6 

With the increase of departments and programs came an increase in the number of 

degrees offered.  Table 7.2 shows the degrees offered by the School over the past five 

decades.   

                                                 
6 University of Southern California School of Cinematic Arts. (2006). (Press Release). 
Record-Breaking Groundbreaking, 
http://cinema.usc.edu/article.cfm?article=384&type=4 
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Table 7.2. 
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Noteworthy is the elimination of the M.A. program in cinema-production in 2006, 

although the same program awarding a M.F.A. degree remains.  The tables below show 

the historical and technical makeup out of the total number of courses offered in each 

decade.  The results reveal that the M.A. track emphasized more on the historical and 

critical aspects of film, whereas the M.F.A. program focuses more on the technical and 

production areas.  Even in the 1970s, when the M.F.A. curriculum was just created, it 

already consisted of more technical courses than the M.A. program, which had been 

around longer.  
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Table 7.3  Breakdown for USC Graduate M.A. Program, 1960-2006 

  1960 1970 1980 1990 2006

Historical 20% 60% 57% 30% NA

Technical 50% 19% 22% 49% NA

Fundamental 30% 18% 17% 21% NA

Business 0% 3% 4% 0% NA

TOTAL: 100% 100% 100% 100% NA

      

      

Table 7.4  Breakdown for USC Graduate M.F.A. Program, 1960-2006 

  1960 1970 1980 1990 2006

Historical NA 64% 53% 28% 35%

Technical NA 22% 27% 53% 48%

Fundamental NA 10% 20% 19% 10%

Business NA 3% 0% 0% 7%

TOTAL: NA 100% 100% 100% 100%

 

In addition, the M.A. program required fewer upper level courses than the M.F.A.  

For the final project, students in the M.A. program had the option to choose between a 

written thesis or a final project, whereas the M.F.A. students are required to produce a 

script or a film. 

The termination of the M.A. program while keeping the M.F.A. program offers 

insight to the philosophy of the School and the direction it wants to take its cinema 

program.  Perhaps the School kept the M.F.A. program, which is more about hands-on 

learning, because the emphasis of the School’s overall philosophy is to provide students 
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with the training they need to find a job after graduation.  Maybe the M.F.A. track, with 

more technical course offerings, is better aligned with the School’s mission of being at 

the forefront of technology.  Moreover, the M.F.A. is a terminal degree, which means that 

the coursework is primarily of an applied or practical nature, while the M.A. is interested 

in the academic study of the field.  Thus, in choosing to keep the M.F.A. cinema program 

in production over the M.A. program, the School is aiming for a more practical track for 

its film curriculum.  Another indication of this direction is that all of the new departments 

established since the 1980s offer only M.F.A. degrees.  This reconfirms that the School of 

Cinematic Arts is moving towards an institution that is focused on practical training in 

order to best prepare the students for the workforce.  And since the M.F.A. is a terminal 

degree, students graduating from these programs possess the highest degree possible in 

their fields, indirectly giving USC the credit for being the ultimate master to provide the 

training for its students. 

This transition towards a predominantly M.F.A. structure can also be attributed to 

the nature of the student body.  As students’ expectations and demands from a film 

school to provide a curriculum that will be useful for getting a job after graduation 

increase, film programs are shifting towards a more practical training.  Similarly, the 

students in animation and interactive media want to learn how to create and design 

digitally.  They want to experiment with the latest software and machines that they would 

otherwise not have access to.  Consequently, one of the payoffs of the tuition and time 

spent on graduate school is to acquire the training and experience of using the latest 

equipments and tools. 
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But the creation of M.F.A. programs, as opposed to the M.A. track, is ultimately 

the result of technology.  Since technology is an interactive medium, learning is done by 

doing.  To apply a M.A. program structure to a technological field, such as interactive 

media, would not be as appropriate because 1.) it would be impossible to study the 

historical and critical aspects of a medium that is just created, 2.) it would be quite 

challenging to for universal theories about a medium that is so alive in which the 

experience and interaction varies from individual to individual, and 3.) the medium is 

always changing that the only way to study it is not through lectures, but through hands-

on learning and practice. 7 

 

Undergraduate Curriculum 

Additional classes were created to meet the needs of new technology and programs.  

Between 1960s and 1970s, technical class makeup did indeed increase, but it was because 

schools are shifting from a historical to a production emphasis in film.  It was not a direct 

result of technology.  But while the number of classes increased over the years (Figure 

7.1), the percent of technology classes relative to the total number of classes did not 

really change (Figure 7.2).  This suggests that technology is not causing a shift to a more 

or all technical curriculum in the USC undergraduate film program.  The courses in film 

history, criticism and aesthetics remain as much part of the film training as before.  In the 

last couple of decades, USC’s undergraduate film course offerings continue to expand 

and the program continues to provide students with state-of-the-art facilities.   

 

                                                 
7 McQuail, D. (2000). McQuail’s Mass Communication Theory. London: SAGE 
Publications, p. 126. 
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Figure 7.1  USC Undergraduate Production Curriculum by Number of Courses 
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Figure 7.2  USC Undergraduate Production Curriculum by Percentage 
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Graduate Curriculum: 

Similarly, the total number of film courses offered by the graduate program has increased 

as a result of new technology in filmmaking.  The percent of technical and historical 

classes in relation to the total number of courses offered has changed as well (Figure 7.3), 

perhaps suggesting the School’s shift in emphasis to provide a more hands-on curriculum.   

More concrete changes in the curriculum can be seen from the 1980s onwards, 

specifically during the ‘90s when digital technology became prevalent.  For example, 

courses in intermediate and advanced electronic imaging were created to teach the 

technical and creative aspects of electronic imaging such as high definition television, 

interactive multi-media, and digital television coupled with the creative use of the 

technologies for new forms of expression and communication.  While the course 

descriptions do not specify which new software or machines were used, USC’s film 

school is a leader in utilizing state-of-the-art technologies.  Personal interviews and visits 

to the University prove that the applications and facilities provided for the students are of 

the latest available technologies on the market.  

 

Figure 7.3  USC M.F.A. in Production  
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 Technology brought about new ways of making film, which engendered the 

School to create additional classes or even completely new departments.  Yet, technology 

did not eliminate other courses in film history, fundamentals and aesthetics nor did 

technology shake the dynamic of these courses.  This is because film as an art form did 

not change.  “Digital technology changed the process, but it’s still about starting with a 

good story.” 8  So, while new classes in non-linear, digital editing on Avid were 

introduced, Screenwriting Fundamentals remained a core requirement of the M.F.A. 

Production curriculum. 

In addition to technological influences, unique to USC’s curriculum are the 

classes that specialize in an aspect of filmmaking.  For instance, “Advanced Sound” 

                                                 
8 Richard Weinberg, personal interview, April 2005. 
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offers the study of the technical and aesthetic elements of sound design at the 

professional level.  It is “intended for those contemplating a career in the field of audio.”  

Or, “Advanced Cinematography” provides “advanced camera and lighting techniques for 

those considering a professional career in cinematography.”  As a school that aims to 

train students for work in the industry, USC’s film program not only provides the newest 

technologies, but it is also extensive with many specializations in various areas of 

filmmaking. 

 

7.2 New York University 

Departments and Degrees 

The NYU film program remains within the Art School, but it has expanded to include 

more specializations.  Table 7.5 below outlines the development of the film program over 

the past five decades: 

 

Table 7.5  New York Cinema School Structure 

 1960-1970 1980-1990 2006 

NYU School of the Arts 

(1965) 

Renamed: Tisch 

School of the Arts 

(1982) 

Tisch School of the Arts 

Subdivision 

I 

1. Institute of Film 

and Television 

(1967) 

2. Institute of 

1. Institute of Film 

and Television 

(1967) 

*Insufficient 

1. Maurice Kanbar 

Institute of Film and 

Television (1967) 

2. Skirball Center for 
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Performing Arts information to 

determine other 

department changes 

New Media 

(subsuming the Dept. 

of Cinema Studies) 

3. Institute of Performing 

Arts 

4. Clive Davis 

Department of 

Recorded Music 

(2003) 

5. Department of Art & 

Public Policy (1999) 

Subdivision 

II 

1.Department of 

Film and 

Television 

2.Department of 

Cinema Studies 

1. Department of 

Film and Television 

1. Department of Film 

and Television 

2. Department of 

Photography and 

Imaging 

3. Rita & Burton 

Goldberg Department 

of Dramatic Writing 

4. Interactive 

Telecommunications 

Program 
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Unlike USC, the film program at NYU did not break away from the umbrella of 

the art school because its focus remains on creating art.  New subdivisions within the 

Maurice Kanbar Institute of Film and Television are established in order to meet the 

never-ending growth of new technologies and to digest an endless amount of new 

materials.  In other words, the digital era has engendered a lot more information and 

content in which fields such as photography and imaging could be created as a separate 

discipline.  Interesting to note is that the new departments created within the Maurice 

Kanbar Institute of Film and Television do not necessarily have a direct relation to 

filmmaking.  For instance, while film began as a series of moving photographs, the 

current Department of Photography and Imaging focuses solely on still images.  It is a bit 

ironic that the Institute of Film, a product of photography, now offers a subdivision in 

photography, i.e. the roles of influence have been reversed as the influence of film as an 

art form continues to grow.  Another example is the Interactive Telecommunications 

Program (or “ITP”), which does not have direct ties to film.  It is an interdisciplinary 

program that focuses on the utilization of technology motivated by creativity.  “As the 

first graduate education program in alternative media, ITP has grown into a living 

community of technologists, theorists, engineers, designers, and artists uniquely 

dedicated to pushing the boundaries of interactivity in the real and digital worlds.” 9 

Noteworthy in the structural change, too, is the separation of the Division of 

Cinema Studies from the Department of Film and Television.  The Division of Cinema 

Studies is a program studying the historical and critical aspects of film, while the 

Department of Film and Television focuses on the practical applications of the media.  

                                                 
9 New York University Tisch School of the Arts, Interactive Telecommunications 
Program website. (2007). http://itp.tisch.nyu.edu/object/itp_overview.html 
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Under the new structure, the former is grouped within the Skirball Center for New Media, 

while the latter is housed in the Maurice Kanbar Institute of Film and Television.  This 

distinct removal of the critical studies in film from the Institute of Film and Television 

implies that the Institute is moving in a direction focusing on practical production 

training.  This new direction is also evident with the grouping of more technical 

departments, such as ITP, within the Film and Television Institute.  Yet, while the critical 

studies program actually has a direct connection to motion pictures, it was grouped under 

the new department, the Skirball Center for New Media.  This Center, which also offers a 

program in Moving Image Archiving and Preservation, is more concerned with the 

academic study of film.   

Concerning the degrees offered by NYU, perhaps it is because of its roots in 

conservatory training, the degrees awarded in the undergraduate and graduate programs 

are fine arts degrees.   
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Table 7.6.   
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The B.F.A. in film is rather unique from USC and UCLA, which only offer a 

Bachelor of Arts degree.  The B.F.A. is the standard undergraduate degree for students 

seeking an education in the visual or performing arts.  It differs from a B.A. in that the 

program places more emphasis on practical studio training as opposed to in-class lectures 

and discussions.  A typical B.F.A. curriculum might have more courses in the study of 

the arts rather than more classes in general liberal arts studies; for a B.A. degree in art, 

the emphasis might be reversed. 10  Therefore, with a solid philosophy of training 

students in art, NYU’s film program offers fine arts degree as opposed to a B.A. degree. 

Similarly, the degree granted in the production track of film is a M.F.A., while the 

degree for the critical studies of film is a M.A.  Furthermore, the other departments 

within the Institute of Film and Television also offer M.F.A. degrees.  The only exception 

is the Skirball Center for New Media, which as discussed above, focuses on the academic 

aspect of film.  Hence, its programs offer M.A. degrees.  Indeed, the choice of the degree 

awarded by a program reflects the emphasis of the program, whether it is academic or 

practical.  In terms of technology, the only way to learn is through hands-on experience.  

Thus, it is only logical if not inevitable, for old programs that are shifting technically and 

new programs that are created for new technology to offer fine arts degrees to best reflect 

the programs’ focus on practical training. 

 

Curriculum 

Certainly, the foundation and philosophy of a school affect the curriculum makeup and 

the courses offered.  NYU’s film program was founded in response to the U.S. 

                                                 
10 Search on Bachelor of Arts. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bachelor_of_Fine_Arts 
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government’s need to made informative films.  Consequently, in the 1960s, two unique 

courses were offered by NYU that are probably the result of the program’s origin: 

“Studies in Documentary” and “The Organizational Structure of Film and Television.”  

The former covers the documentary movements, including Grierson’s G.P.O. movement, 

to the United States Government-sponsored films of the 1930’s to the widening 

documentary and public affairs movement of present-day television.  The latter covers 

the various types and levels of organization and structure of the motion picture and 

broadcasting industries, but it differs in that it also focuses on labor and government 

relations.  These two courses are examples of how NYU’s origin stemming from the need 

by the U.S. government has trickled down to generate two courses with special focus on 

government and film.   

As a school founded on conservatory training, this means that NYU’s curriculum 

should have more practical classes because its programs are fine arts programs.  In 

particular, the curriculum should require and offer more classes in the arts and provide 

opportunities for hands-on training.  Indeed, the conservatory training philosophy can be 

seen in the graduate program during the 1960s, where NYU offers a very structured 

program.  “Students will spend their first year at the University’s Washington Square 

Center in New York City where they will undertake intensive preparatory training.  Their 

second year will be divided between New York and Hollywood, California.  In New 

York they will continue their training on an advanced level, and in Hollywood they will 

both study and be apprenticed in leading film studios.  The third year will be spent abroad 

either at one of the leading European film institutes or on an apprenticeship with a 

foreign film-maker.  Thus, candidates who complete the three-year term will have studied 
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and worked in the three major styles of filmmaking and television.” (NYU Bulletin, 

1967-68, p. 25)  However, over the decades, the curriculum became less rigid to give 

students the flexibility to shape their own thinking and learning, while still providing 

students with a curriculum that gradually builds up their training.  The program 

philosophy continues to be hands-on filmmaking.  However, the current curriculum 

offers students more freedom to learn and work at their own pace and with one another.  

The focus of the curriculum seems to be on preparing students for the making and 

production of their thesis film.  The classes are carefully planned and offer a gradual 

advancement in the difficulty and length of projects, eventually leading up to the final 

thesis film. 

Figure 7.4 and 7.5 below show the makeup in percentages of the undergraduate 

and graduate classes.  The breakdown of courses depicts the programs’ emphasis on 

hands-on, technical training. 

 

Figure 7.4  Curriculum Breakdown for NYU Undergraduate, 1960-2006 
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Figure 7.5  Curriculum Breakdown for NYU Graduate, 1960-2006 
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In both charts, the technical courses offered significantly outnumber the historical 

classes.  The difference is greater at the graduate level than at the undergraduate level.  

This is because the undergraduate program is not conservatory; hence, it requires the 

fulfillment of general education courses.  Thus, while the program teaches film, it is not 

as specialized and a final project is not required.  On the other hand, the graduate 

program is conservatory.  Students only study and concentrate on everything related to 

film. 11  Furthermore, a thesis film is required for graduation. 

While the percentage of technical courses increased, the number of technical 

classes offered also increased.  This is partly due to technological influences, especially 

in the postproduction area.  

                                                 
11 Christine Choy, personal interview, April 12, 2005. 
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The emerging technologies of the 1990 brought about a lot of new courses while 

challenging existing ones.  New classes teaching the usage of the World Wide Web and 

digital technologies were created to meet the demands of acquiring such knowledge.  

While the undergraduate program structure remained completely unchanged, a lot of new 

courses were introduced.  In the early 1990s, the school began offering courses in 2D 

with use of MIDI music technology.  The mid-90s saw a shift and complete focus to 

using Apple computers instead of PCs.  During the late 1990s, advanced editing courses 

began instruction on the usage of Avid.   

A major overhaul of the program took place in 1996, when existing courses were 

reevaluated while new ones were added.  Course in the film and television production 

area experienced the biggest change.  For instance, the course formerly called “Drawing 

and Design for Animation” was changed to “Introduction to Animation Techniques.”  

Although the function of the course remained the same, as a prerequisite to upper-level 

animation courses, the approach to teaching the class varied slightly.  The course taught 

in the 1990s had a technical, personal spin to it, in which at the end of the course “each 

student has an edited two-minute reel of his or her successful animations and 

experiments.”  (p. 91, 1996-1998 Undergraduate Film and Television course catalogue)   

A reflection of technology’s influence on film curriculum is the addition of the 

course “Introduction to Computer Graphics and Multimedia.”  This lecture and hands-on 

class aimed to “provide an understanding of how computers interact with visual media to 

produce high-tech images.” (p. 91, 1996-1998 Undergraduate Film and Television course 

catalogue)  
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While NYU’s film program began to shift digitally in the late 1980s to mid-1990s 

as digital technology came to rise, the move was in postproduction only. 12  The reason: 

cost.  Because the equipment and the Avid software are very expensive, the School 

experimented with the technology first before completely revamping its facilities.  

“Around the late 80s to 90s, digital technology came to rise.  NYU jumped in early and 

changed much of its postproduction into nonlinear editing with Avid, which is both film 

and video friendly.  Digital hit postproduction first and now 90% of it is digital.” 13  And 

when digital technology began to seep into other areas of filmmaking, such as shooting, 

the School followed in suit and made changes on the front-end.  This reversal method of 

testing out new technology in postproduction first before changing the production side 

seems to be NYU’s approach to incorporating new technology into its program.  This is a 

logical approach from the financial perspective.  In other words, if a new technology is 

tried out on the front-end, such as the camera, then the postproduction machines have to 

be changed as well.  But what happens if the technology turns out to be impractical?  

Then not only must the technology at the font-end change again, but the back-end has to 

change as well.  Thus, when faced with a new technology, “you don’t twitch the 

curriculum…you start with postproduction, [such] as in editing, when that is set, then you 

look at production.” 14  This careful method reflects the School approach to curriculum 

changes in light of new technologies, i.e. one step, one area at a time.  It is difficult to say 

whether this approach is because the School is more conservative in the acceptance of 

                                                 
12 Christine Choy, personal interview, April 12, 2005. 
13 David Irving, personal interview, April 11, 2005. 
14 Christine Choy, personal interview, April 12, 2005. 
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new technology or because the School is restricted to apply new technology because of 

financial reasons.   

Surely, the process of filmmaking has changed, from shooting on film to video, 

from editing in linear to non-linear, from using analog to digital technology.  Yet, the 

instruction in filmmaking did not change.  “Filmmaking is like kissing.  You can read 

about it and discuss it and watch other people do it, but you’ll never really learn how until 

you do it yourself.” 15  Upon students’ interests, the School created classes to teach 

students how to use the software for digital editing, animation, and other new 

technologies.  But in the end, the School reverted back to a system emphasizing 

fundamental, hands-on filmmaking.  “We try not to teach students software, but they 

wanted this,” said Christine Choy.  “Yet then they became bored because it [software] 

didn’t quite apply to the project they were working on.  So now the software is being 

taught in labs instead of classes and students generate their own material and learn 

software from their own interest because it’s relevant.” 16  Thus, unlike USC, the NYU 

film program weaves technology into its curriculum instead of creating a curriculum that 

caters to the new technologies in filmmaking. 

Worthy of mention is that NYU tends to emphasize the technology offered or 

utilized in its new courses.  Perhaps this is a way to market itself to current and prospect 

students and to further its image as a leading school.  For instance, the course 

“Introduction to Computer Animation on the Macintosh” offered in the 1990s explicitly 

brings to the reader’s attention that NYU switched its computers from PCs to Macs.  

                                                 
15 Kelly K. & Edgar T. (1997). Film school confidential: the insider’s guide to film 
school. New York: The Berkeley Publishing Group, p. 10. 
16 Christine Choy, personal interview, April 12, 2005.  
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Moreover, “Digital Editing and Effects: Final Cut Pro and Avid” and “Advanced Editing 

Workshop: Avid” offered in 2006 make it very specific to the student and reader the kind 

of software and system that is employed by NYU—another way for NYU to market itself 

as a school that offers courses in the latest film technologies.  Furthermore, a class in 

DVD authoring through digital options, called “DVD Design”, is also offered in 2006 as 

NYU’s curriculum evolves to meet the demands created by new technologies.   

From the computers used in the common area for simple research to the cameras 

in the professionally-run, well-coordinated equipment room, one can sense that NYU 

places a great importance on providing students with the latest state-of-the-art facilities.  

Indeed, with so much invested in the machines, training, and teaching of new 

technologies, NYU certainly promotes this aspect to attract prospective students.   

Other than NYU’s origin and technology, NYU’s location and culture might have 

an effect on its curriculum.  NYU is located in the heart of the densely populated City of 

New York.  The University has a great influence on its nearby neighborhoods and it is 

one of the largest employers in New York City, with over 16,000 employees. 17  Nestled 

among corporate offices, mom-and-pop shops, schools, hospitals, restaurants, and tourist 

attractions, NYU’s presence can certainly be felt.  Perhaps this is why NYU’s film 

program offers courses that connects with, contributes to, and concerns with the 

community.  For example, a wide range of courses are offered in the study of children’s 

television, ranging from “Writing for Children’s Television” to “Children’s Television 

Production Workshop” to very specific practical training class titled “Children’s TV 

Laboratory” where the educational, industrial, and instructional aspects are taught.  

                                                 
17 NYU website. University facts. http://www.nyu.edu/about/facts.html 
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Furthermore, the course “Community Video and Public Access” gives students the 

chance to make public service announcement videos for non-profit organizations.  Thus, 

NYU’s film curriculum is shaped by a combination of factors, including its origin, 

philosophy, location, funding, and new technologies.  

 

7.3 University of California – Los Angles 

Departments and Degrees 

The film program at UCLA began under the Department of Theater Arts within the 

College of Fine Arts.  It was not until the late 1980s that the film program became a 

separate department, the Department of Film and Television.  It was also at that same 

time that the name of the School was changed to the School of Theater, Film and 

Television (Table 7.7).  The film program’s late departure as an independent department 

perhaps implies the lesser focus UCLA had placed on this discipline until recently.  This 

shift in importance can be seen in the changes in the curriculum. 
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Table 7.7  University of California – Los Angeles Cinema School Structure 



 88

Unlike USC or NYU, which reorganized their department to accommodate the 

move towards digital filmmaking in the late 1990s, UCLA’s film program and structure 

remain unchanged during that time.  In fact, no specializations were created for new 

technologies.  It was not until after the turn of the century that new divisions, such as 

animation, were established.  Noteworthy is the name change to the School of Film, 

Television, and Digital Media.  This suggests that the School is beginning to embrace and 

shift towards digital technology.  Moreover, the Producers Program Division was created 

to offer a professional study of the business aspects of filmmaking.  This new addition 

shows that the School is broadening its foundation in traditional art training to a school 

that offers different programs to meet the needs of the industry. 

The degree offerings also remained unchanged from 1960s to 1990s.  The School 

offered B.A., M.A., and M.F.A. degrees in motion pictures.  Noteworthy is the addition 

of a unique interdisciplinary joint-degree program between the African Area Studies 

Program and the Department of Film and Television.  The combined study leads to the 

Master of Arts in African Area Studies and the Master of Fine Arts in Film and 

Television, with a specialization in motion picture/television.  The creation of this 

program is reflective of the alternative, creative style of the UCLA film department with 

“an educational philosophy that encourages breaking all barriers and boundaries.” 18 

                                                 
18 UCLA School of Theater, Film and Television website, 2007. 
http://www.tft.ucla.edu/about.cfm 
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Table 7.8  Motion Picture Undergraduate Degrees Offered by the University of 

California – Los Angeles 
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Table 7.9  Motion Picture Graduate Degrees Offered by the University of California – 

Los Angeles 
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The new divisions created within the School of Film, Television, and Digital 

Media all offer M.F.A. degrees.  While the nature of the program determines the type of 

degree that is granted, the decision to offer M.F.A. programs suggests that the School is 

moving towards a direction focusing on new technology and practical training. 

 

Curriculum 

The UCLA undergraduate and graduate film curriculum did not change much over the 

years.  Because the program has a strong basis in liberal arts, a little under half of the 

course offerings are in the historical/critical areas of film.  However, there are just about 

as many courses in the technical areas, suggesting that the curriculum is a balance 

between theoretical and practical approach to filmmaking. 

 

Table 7.10  Curriculum Breakdown for UCLA Undergraduate, 1960s-2006 

 1960s 1970s 1980s 1990s 2006 

Historical 5.5 30.0 19.0 18.5 23.0 

Technical 13.5 16.5 22.5 20.5 26.5 

Fundamental 1.0 3.5 3.0 2.0 8.5 

Business 0.0 0.0 1.5 1.0 2.0 

TOTAL: 20.0 50.0 46.0 42.0 60.0 

% of Total     

Historical 28% 60% 41% 44% 38% 

Technical 68% 33% 49% 49% 44% 

Fundamental 5% 7% 7% 5% 14% 
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Business 0% 0% 3% 2% 3% 

TOTAL: 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

 

Table 7.11  Curriculum Breakdown for UCLA Graduate, 1960s-2006 

 1960s 1970s 1980s 1990s 2006 

Historical 8.0 18.0 31.5 35.5 42.0 

Technical 0.0 28.5 37.0 34.5 47.0 

Fundamental 0.0 3.5 3.5 3.0 6.5 

Business 1.0 1.0 4.0 4.0 17.5 

TOTAL: 9.0 51.0 76.0 77.0 113.0 

% of Total     

Historical 89% 35% 41% 46% 37% 

Technical 0% 56% 49% 45% 42% 

Fundamental 0% 7% 5% 4% 6% 

Business 11% 2% 5% 5% 15% 

TOTAL: 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

 

Although UCLA’s film department originated from the Theater Department, there 

does not seem to be a significant influence of drama in the film curriculum.  However, 

the fact that the film curriculum remained part of the Department of Theater for many 

decades and became its own department only within the last couple of decades resulted in 

a slower change and implementation of new technologies in its curriculum. 

 In the 1960s, the UCLA undergraduate motion picture curriculum was created with 
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a basis of a “solid foundation in the liberal arts.” (P.447, 1961-62 course catalog)  The 

program offered a rather flexible curriculum without any special emphasis on film.  

During the 1970s and 1980s, the undergraduate program introduced five film 

specializations: Special Program in Film Making, Special Program in Writing, Special 

Program in Television Production, Special Program in Critical Studies, Special 

Combined Studies Program (Ten courses, drawn from those which satisfy the 

requirements for the special programs in Film Making or Television).  Perhaps it was the 

popularity of films during these eras, such as Jaws and Star Wars, which caused an 

increase in student interests to become filmmakers that engendered in the creation of 

additional specializations in the film program.  At present, in 2006, the undergraduate 

film and television program continues to be a combination of two years of general 

education courses and two years of upper division film classes.  The emphasis on the 

history and theory of film and basic learning experiences in production within the context 

of a liberal arts education have not really changed since the 1960s. 

 The UCLA graduate film study began in the 1960s and offered two degree 

programs: M.A. and M.F.A.  The M.A. program emphasized the historical and critical 

aspects of film and requiring a written thesis.  Due to its historical/critical emphasis, 

reading knowledge of Italian or French was required.  Students spent at least one year of 

intensive study and laboratory exercises, but they complete their degree with a written 

thesis in the history, aesthetics, criticism or techniques of theater arts.  The M.F.A. 

program centered on learning through direct experience and culminated with a thesis 

project.  M.F.A. students specialized in two areas: film making and writing.  During the 

1970s, the curriculum remains unchanged.  However, in the 1980s, perhaps as a result of 
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the increasing popularity of film studies and the developments in film technology, the 

graduate program experienced a great overhaul.  The M.F.A. changed from being entirely 

unstructured to offering several specializations: animation, filmmaking (fictional, 

documentary, education), screenwriting, producers program, or television production.  It 

went from having no concrete course requirements to requiring 18 courses, five at the 

graduate level, at least three must be in the 200 series in film history, aesthetics, or 

structure.  A final project was required and the specifications for each film specialization 

is outlined below: 

- film or television production: a film or television project, in proposal, script or 

treatment form 

- writing: a finished full-length feature script in dramatic form or other creative writing 

forms 

- animation: a description of an animation project, preferably in storyboard form 

- producers program: a comprehensive statement detailing your reasons for pursuing a 

career as a producer/executive in motion picture/television 

 

For the M.A. degree, in addition to the written thesis requirement, students had to 

pass a comprehensive exam.  Furthermore, the program stressed equal importance in film 

and television and students were tested on both in the comprehensive exam.  New classes 

were also created to reflect market demands.  For instance, “Experimental Video 

Workshop” was offered in the 1980s, which covered concepts of video art, new television, 

digital video, high-definition TV, and film and tape postproduction.  In light of the 

emerging digital sound innovations during this era, UCLA offered a course in the 
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rerecording and video/audio postproduction of unsprocketed media with emphasis on 

multitrack tape and nonlinear disk-based recording and editing systems.  However, the 

older sound recording ways of stereo and magnetic tape via sprocketed media--basics of 

mixing 16mm and 35mm film soundtracks to single stripe or three stripe magnetic film—

were also covered in this course.  During the 1990s, when digital technology established 

its presence and prevalence in society, a class in research methods, titled “Bibliography 

and Methods of Research in Film and Television”, altered its course content to teach 

students the new skills necessary in using computers for preparation of bibliographies, 

on-line database searching and retrieval, and use of computer/videodisc technology for 

research.  New courses in digital imagery, visualization, and interactive multimedia 

authoring were offered in 2006.  The course descriptions state that new computer 

applications and equipments are utilized in these classes, but, unlike NYU, the specific 

software and machines were not given in the course descriptions.  Perhaps the lack of 

such description implies that while UCLA acknowledges the importance of new 

technologies in filmmaking, technology is not the focus of its program, nor does UCLA 

use its technical facilities and classes to market itself to prospective students.   

While UCLA incorporates new technologies, the focus of the program remains in 

independent filmmaking.  This is evident in its curriculum, offering classes such as “Film 

Image Design Laboratory”, “Advanced Film Workshops”, and “Advanced 

Abstract/Experimental Media Workshops”, which give students hands-on opportunity to 

try different techniques and create their own film projects.  Yet, UCLA has broadened its 

emphasis to help students find jobs after graduation with the creation of new courses that 

teach students the business and promotional aspects of filmmaking.   
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Thus, it can be said that the changes that took place in UCLA’s film curriculum is 

the result of the market demands and changes of that time.  In other words, as film studies 

became more popular, the University expanded and restructured its film program to meet 

the societal demands.  Furthermore, as television’s influence increased in the market, 

UCLA’s film program also reflected this shift in its M.A. program by requiring film 

students to understand and know both mediums.  From the 1980s to present, the addition 

of new M.F.A. programs in animation, producing/directing, producers program, and 

screenwriting signifies that UCLA’s film program has finally begun to expand and 

change in light of industry developments and demands.   

Noteworthy are the non-traditional courses offered in UCLA’s film program that 

concern with the liberal arts.  For instance, courses examining cinema’s role, influence, 

and effect on Asian American communities and cultural anthropology have been offered 

since the early stages of UCLA’s film program.  These interdisciplinary courses are 

characteristic and unique of UCLA’s film program, differentiating it from the other 

schools’ programs examined in this research.   

 

7.4 Syracuse University 

Departments and Degrees 

The film program at Syracuse University is deeply connected to the arts and drama.  The 

program was initially offered in the Department of Drama.  It was grouped under the 

Department’s Art Media Program in the early 1980s before becoming its own division 

later that decade.  (Table 7.12.)  However, it is still not its own department.  
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Table 7.12  Syracuse University Cinema School Structure 

 1970 1980-1990 2006 

Syracuse 1. College of Visual 

and Performing 

Arts (1972) 

2. School of Public 

Communication 

College of Visual 

and Performing 

Arts 

 

College of Visual and 

Performing Arts 

 

Subdivision 

I 

Organization for 

VPA:  

• Department of 

Drama 

• Department of 

Speech 

Communication 

• School of Art 

• School of Music 

• Film listed under 

the Art Media 

Program in 

1982-83 

• Film became its 

own division in 

1987-88 

• School of Art and Design 

• Department of 

Communication and 

Rhetorical Studies 

• Department of Drama 

• Setnor School of Music 

• Department of Transmedia 

Subdivision 

II 

*Film program 

(available 1973) was 

coordinated with the 

Department of Drama, 

the School of Public 

Communications, and 

the School of 

Film program has 

two areas of 

emphasis: film art 

and film drama 

a. Art Photography 

b. Art Video 

c. Computer Art 

d. Film (in film art or film 

drama) 
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Education 

1. VPA grouped film 

classes under Art 

and Drama of Film

2. SPC has classes 

listed in film 

sequence 

 

Today, the film program is grouped within the recently-established Department of 

Transmedia.  This placement is significant because instead of grouping film under the 

drama or art department, the School placed it within the new interdisciplinary department 

consisting of art photography, art video, computer art, and film.  Thus, filmmaking is 

viewed as an interdisciplinary study that blends traditional art forms with new 

technologies.  While the undergraduate program existed since the 1970s, the graduate 

program was not established until the 1990s.  Compared to the other schools, SU’s 

program is relatively young.  Perhaps it is its late development that allows the film 

program to be unique from the other schools.  

The undergraduate and graduate degrees offered by the film program are in fine 

arts.  This reflects the program’s foundation in the art department.  However, because the 

film program is not an independent department, it is small and only offers one 

undergraduate and one graduate degree.   

 

Table 7.13  Motion Picture Degrees Offered by Syracuse University 



 99

Syracuse 1960s 1970s 1980s 1990s 2000s 

Under • N/A • B.F.A. • B.F.A. – 

program 

in film 

• B.F.A. – 

program 

in film 

• B.F.A. - from the 

Dept. of 

Transmedia’s four 

programs in art 

photography, art 

video, computer art, 

and film 

Grad • N/A • N/A • N/A • M.F.A. • M.F.A. - from the 

Dept. of Transmedia’s 

four programs in art 

photography, art 

video, computer art, 

and film 

 

Curriculum 

Overall, the undergraduate and graduate film programs offer a balance of courses in the 

historical and technical areas.  The results are consistent with the mission of the program, 

which is a combination of “academic film studies (theory, criticism, and history) and 

creative production in all modes of filmmaking, including narrative, documentary, 

experimental, and animation.” 19  Due to the program’s experimental approach towards 

filmmaking, the curriculum is overall fairly flexible.  While new forms of technologies 

                                                 
19 Syracuse University Department of Transmedia, Film Program website, 2007. 
http://vpa.syr.edu/index.cfm/page/transmedia-film-art 
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are implemented into the program and facilities, the curriculum remains grounded in the 

fundamentals of filmmaking.  For example, students are still required to learn and 

produce projects on 16mm film.  In addition, animation classes still provide instructions 

in cel, object animation and titling preparation, and execution, with special effects using 

mattes, rotoscoping, and bipack techniques.  Moreover, as a result of SU film program’s 

roots in traditional arts, “the curriculum allows students to support their film courses with 

concentrations in areas such as drama, art, music, and writing.” 20  Students are also 

required to view other students’ films regularly, and upper-class students crew for 

graduate students.  At the end of each semester students and faculty members together 

evaluate creative and academic work and assess student progress.  Therefore, as an 

experimental school, the film curriculum is very flexible and free, differing greatly from 

the technology-heavy curriculum at USC and the structured program at NYU.  SU’s 

program is somewhat comparable to UCLA’s program in that both stress less on the 

technology used, instead, the focus is on fostering creative, experimental filmmaking.  

 

7.5 Summary 

Overall, the undergraduate curriculum for all four schools remains relatively unchanged.  

This is because the undergraduate program is not conservatory.  In other words, the 

training is not solely in film.  The undergraduate programs consist of two years of study 

in liberal arts before beginning basic instructions and training in film.  While NYU and 

SU offer B.F.A. degrees, their curricula are not that different from the undergraduate 

programs at USC and UCLA, which award B.A. degrees.   

                                                 
20 Syracuse University Department of Transmedia, Film Program website, 2007. 
http://vpa.syr.edu/index.cfm/page/transmedia-film-art 



 101

The graduate programs, on the other hand, vary between schools as well as within 

the same school.  As an industrial school, USC’s curricula closely follow the trends in the 

industry.  Thus, it has increasingly offered more technical courses over the years to keep 

up with the industry.  Furthermore, the M.A. program was eliminated while the M.F.A. 

program still exists.  This shows that the school is favoring practical training over a more 

academic program.  The film department at USC has also expanded into many 

subdivisions and new departments as a result of the new forms of technologies being 

implemented in different aspects of filmmaking.  Because USC’s philosophy is to train 

students for work in the industry, most of the degrees they award are M.F.A. degrees in 

order to suggest that the programs offer the highest practical training in that particular 

discipline.   

For NYU, its film department is also heading towards a more practical training 

program.  However, because its origin is in the arts and its philosophy is to provide 

conservatory training, the program gives students a lot of freedom to develop and create 

independently without pressures from industry trends.  In light of new technologies, the 

film program has expanded to form additional divisions and departments in new and 

interactive technologies.  Noteworthy in the structural change is the separation of the 

Division of Cinema Studies from the Department of Film and Television.  Under the new 

structure, the former is grouped within the Skirball Center for New Media, while the 

latter is housed in the Maurice Kanbar Institute of Film and Television.  This distinct 

removal of the critical studies film specialization from the Institute of Film and 

Television implies that the Institute is moving in a hands-on, practical direction.  

Furthermore, the critical studies track offers a M.A. degree while the latter is a M.F.A. 
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program.  In addition, the degrees awarded by the newly created programs within the 

Institute of Film and Television are also M.F.A. degrees--another indication that NYU is 

moving in the direction of practical training in the latest technological developments. 

Developments at UCLA are relatively slower compared to USC and NYU.  

Because of its origin in theater and its philosophy in independent filmmaking, the 

program at UCLA is not as heavily influenced by the industry or by technological 

developments.  However, since it is impossible to avoid technological changes, the 

UCLA film program finally became its own division and began implementing new 

technologies in its curriculum in the 1990s.  Since then, new programs in animation and 

courses in digital media have been added to keep up with industry and technology trends.  

UCLA continues to offer a M.A. and a M.F.A. program in film studies.  However, like 

USC and NYU, the newer programs in digital technology only award M.F.A. degrees. 

The graduate film program at Syracuse University was formed not too long ago.  

Thus, it is too early to determine a trend.  However, the School’s origin from the arts can 

be seen in the philosophy of its program, which is to offer a curriculum that gives 

students the flexibility and room to develop creatively.  In other words, the film program 

is experimental in which students can try different methods and approaches to 

filmmaking.  Moreover, because SU has a foundation in the arts, the degrees offered are 

fine arts degrees.  Unlike the other three schools, there is not a strong sense that SU’s 

program is moving in a digital direction.  Consequently, additional departments to teach 

new technologies have not been created.  However, this is not to say that the program at 

SU is not embracing new technologies.  While digital facilities are available, use of old 

equipments like the Steenbeck machines are encouraged as well.  Thus, the program at 
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SU is a combination of the old and the new; it is an experimentation of the merging of the 

former and the latter at the free creation by the student. 
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CHAPTER 8 DISCUSSION OF THE PAST AND FUTURE OF AMERICAN FILM 

EDUCATION 

In order to understand how film education has evolved over time, one must 

examine all of the factors involved.  Since film stemmed from technology, 

technology created and sustains the motion picture industry, and American 

film education grew out of the need to support movie studios, all of these 

factors must be looked at in the examination of American film education’s 

development.  Furthermore, a school’s origin and philosophy, the type of 

school, and technological innovations are all variables that influence a film 

school’s curriculum.  The sections below will explain from the findings of 

this research the past and future of American film education. 

 

8.1 From a quantitative analysis 

The quantitative analysis examined the undergraduate and graduate curriculum offered by 

each school.  The courses were meticulous coded in the hopes of seeing a trend of how 

courses have changed over the past five decades as a result of new technologies.  While 

the number of technical courses offered did increase overall, the percentage of technical 

courses offered in relation to the total number of courses did not show a steady trend.  For 

example, in the table below, the highlighted blue line shows the increase in the number of 

technical courses offered at NYU undergraduate program from the 1960s to 2006.  But to 

understand how the curriculum has changed along with the changes of the market and 

industry, the technical class offerings have to be examined in relation to the overall 

program.  Thus, the number of technical courses is divided by the total number of courses 
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to derive at technical courses’ percent makeup of the total, shown in green.  The result 

shows that the technical component of the curriculum is not steadily increasing.  In fact, 

the technical makeup of NYU’s undergraduate curriculum has leveled around 60% for 

the last three decades. 

 

Table 8.1  Curriculum Breakdown for NYU Undergraduate, 1960-2006 

 1960 1970 1980 1990 2006

Historical 13.0 13.5 18.5 26.0 32.5

Technical 7.0 20.5 51.5 53.0 71.0

Fundamental 5.0 6.5 10.0 9.0 12.5

Business 1.0 2.5 5.0 5.0 9.0

TOTAL: 26.0 43.0 85.0 93.0 125.0

% of Total  

Historical 50% 31% 22% 28% 26%

Technical 27% 48% 61% 57% 57%

Fundamental 19% 15% 12% 10% 10%

Business 4% 6% 6% 5% 7%

TOTAL: 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

 

For all of the schools’ undergraduate and graduate programs, the overview is similar: the 

number of technical classes has generally increased (Table 8.1, Table 8.2), but there is 

not a trend for the technical composition of the curricula over the years (Chart 8.1, Chart 

8.2). 
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Table 8.2  Technical Curriculum Breakdown for All Undergraduate Programs by 

Number of Classes and by Percentage 

 

Table 8.3  Technical Curriculum Breakdown for All Graduate Programs by Number of 

Classes and by Percentage 

 

1960 1970 1980 1990 2006
NYU Under 7 20.5 51.5 53 71
USC Under 2 2.5 8 7 15.5
UCLA Under 13.5 16.5 22.5 20.5 26.5
SU Under (VPA) NA 12 7 7 20.5
% of Total
NYU Under 27% 48% 61% 57% 57%
USC Under 33% 21% 40% 41% 50%
UCLA Under 68% 33% 49% 49% 44%
Syracuse NA 52% 33% 33% 59%

1960 1970 1980 1990 2006
NYU Grad 13 27 34 29.5 28.5
USC (M.A.) 5 7 6 20 NA
USC (M.F.A.) NA 6.5 9 24 34
UCLA Grad 0 28.5 37 34.5 47
% of Total
NYU Grad 43% 82% 77% 61% 62%
USC (M.A.) 50% 19% 22% 49% n/a
USC (M.F.A.) NA 22% 27% 53% 48%
UCLA Grad 0% 56% 49% 45% 42%
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Figure 8.1  Trend in Technical Undergraduate Course Offerings, 1960-2006 

 

Figure 8.2  Trend in Technical Graduate Course Offerings, 1960-2006 
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Indisputably, new forms of technology throughout the years engendered an 

increase in course offerings as schools created new classes to keep up with the industry 

and to meet student demands.  No doubt, every school experienced a period of time 

where the makeup of technical courses surged.  But technology is not the sole reason for 

a curriculum to change.  If it were, then all of the schools should experience the same 

kind of technological changes at the same time and at the same intensity.  But as this is 

not the case, the findings suggest that other factors are involved in shaping the structure 

and development of a film school. 

 

8.2 From a qualitative analysis 

The discussion below aims to explain the results from a qualitative point of view based 

on the history of the school, its mission and funding, as well as the degrees and programs 

offered by each institution. 

 

8.2.1 School Origin, Philosophy, and Money 

One possibility is that a school’s origin and philosophy affect the evolution of its 

curriculum.  As Kelly and Edgar suggest, there are three types of film schools: industrial, 

independent, and experimental.  Based on the origin and philosophy of the four 

universities examined in this research, they can be grouped as follows: USC – industrial, 

NYU, UCLA – independent, and Syracuse – experimental.   

 

Qualitative analysis for the University of Southern California 
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The philosophy and purpose of the USC School of Cinematic Arts is to train students for 

work in the industry after graduation.  Because the film program at USC is mostly funded 

by contributions from the industry, the film curriculum is closely aligned with the 

technological direction of the industry.  An example is the School’s choice for film 

editing technology.  The primarily editing tool used at the School is Avid “because the 

School has a relationship with Avid and Avid provides the School with a lot of 

equipment.  It is not the exclusive editing software that we use, but it’s close to that, and 

it’s really the only editing system that we’re able to support because you can’t do all 

things for all people, so we kind of put all of our eggs in the Avid basket,” said Dr. 

Michael Renov, Assistant Dean of the School of Cinematic Arts. 1 

Avid’s donation helped to create a new lab in a building where students used to 

shoot introductory projects on Super 8 film.  (At that time in 2002, USC was the world’s 

largest consumer of Super 8 film.)  “Suddenly we went from film splicers, analog film 

camera to digital camera and computer editing.  We gained a little bit by doing that and 

we lost something by doing that,” commented Richard Weinberg, Director of the 

Interactive Media Department. 2 

For an industry school like USC, the film curriculum is always changing to keep 

up with the latest technology.  It can do so because of the financial and material 

contributions from the industry.  

 

Qualitative analysis for New York University and the University of California – Los 

Angeles 

                                                 
1 Michael Renov, personal interview, April 2005. 
2 Richard Weinberg, personal interview, April 2005. 
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NYU and UCLA are considered independent schools because they are not as heavily 

influenced by the industry as compared to USC.  Instead of offering students the latest 

technology, their first priority is to teach students how to develop a creative eye for 

filmmaking.  Consequently, they are slower, and perhaps less open, to embracing new 

forms of technology. 

“Curriculum-wise, I don’t think the school should be equal with the industry in 

terms of technology, otherwise you can never keep up,” said Christine Choy.  “[The 

school] has to be a step or two behind the technology.  When the technology is in the 

market, you trial and error to see if it’s suitable for the curriculum before purchasing and 

investment.” 3  

In NYU’s case, the adoption of Avid was a strategic process that came gradually 

(as opposed to a grand overhaul).  The School first experimented with the software in 

postproduction.  When this new technology seemed feasible, then the School tried to 

apply digital technology to the production side.   

Thus, for independent film schools, the decision to implement new technology in 

its curriculum is a combination of the school’s philosophy and financial considerations. 

 

Qualitative analysis for Syracuse University 

Syracuse University is considered an experimental school because its focus is strictly on 

making film as an art from.  Two things can be said of this: 1.) the program is not as 

concerned with the technology used in filmmaking as long as the focus is on film as an 

art, and yet 2.) the program is very open to experimenting with new technologies in 

                                                 
3 Christine Choy, personal interview, April 12, 2005. 
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filmmaking.  Because the graduate program at Syracuse University is very young, it is 

too early to see a trend showing how new technologies affected its curriculum.  However, 

the experimental school’s traditional philosophy about film coupled with its openness to 

new technologies, without being affected by the business aspects of film, allows the 

department to create a curriculum that freely mixes film and technology.  This is evident 

in the School’s facilities, where nostalgic Steenbeck editors juxtapose with new non-

linear editing stations. 

 

8.2.2 Departments and Degrees 

Thus far, a school’s origin affects its philosophy on filmmaking, which in turn influences 

the school’s attitude towards new technology, all of which is then trickled down to 

determine the structure of the curriculum.  The interlinking of these factors can be 

tangibly seen in the organization of a film school, which correlates to the degrees offered.   

Table 8.4 in Appendix 2 compares each school’s origin and the school/department 

that currently offers film programs.  Table 8.5 and Table 8.6 in Appendix 3 compare the 

undergraduate and graduate degrees offered by all schools.  

What these tables show about a particular program – its history, mission, etc. – 

has already been discussed in the sections above.  More importantly, however, is what 

these tables suggest about the future direction of the departments. 

Technology plays an important part in shaping the development and organization 

within a film school.  Regardless of a school’s origin or philosophy, they are inevitably 

forced to move towards a digital era.  For an industrial film school like USC, in its 

pursuit to keep up with the industry, the presence of new technologies means the constant 
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reevaluation and creation of programs.  With the speed and amount of new technologies 

that are emerging, the School has to frequently reorganize its structure in order to provide 

an appropriate department for the new technologies.  Evidence of this is in the many 

divisions and subdivisions that were created within the last decade in the School of 

Cinematic Arts.  The School’s willingness to change its structure to suit new technology 

suggests that the film program will be more and more technically-focused.  Furthermore, 

all of the new programs offer M.F.A. degrees suggesting that the School is moving 

towards a professional school with a strong emphasis on technology.  

For independent schools, such as NYU and UCLA, where teaching the latest 

technology is not the main purpose of their program, its departmental organization 

remains fixed for a longer period of time.  However, in NYU’s case where the critical 

studies film program is grouped in a different department from the production film 

program, this move hints that the future curriculum of the film program will have more 

technical influences.  Similarly, despite its later start and acceptance of new technologies, 

UCLA is certainly moving its film program towards the digital arena, as is evident with 

the creation of new divisions within the newly-named School of Film, Television and 

Digital Media.  At both schools, the graduate programs offer M.F.A. degrees instead of 

M.A. degrees, suggesting that independent film schools are inevitably embracing new 

technology. 

As for Syracuse University, its young history and its experimental ways of 

filmmaking make it difficult to predict how the School will organize its department in the 

future.  But by establishing the Department of Transmedia and by grouping film within 
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this Department suggests that the future of SU’s film program is interdisciplinary and 

will certainly be influenced by new technologies.   

 

8.3 Conclusion 

The previous chapters discussed motion picture as a byproduct of technology; that 

technological developments helped the motion picture industry grow and new technical 

innovations help sustain the motion picture industry; and that American film education 

was created to help movie studios.  Consequently, American film education is closely 

related to the market demands and technological developments in the industry.  

Regardless of the origin and nature of a film school, “you have to keep up the technology, 

you cannot ignore it.  It’s definitely part of the trend.” 4  

But exactly how did American film education evolve?  Over the course of the past 

half a century, new developments generated new classes in the production, 

postproduction, and distribution of film.  Today, digital technology has become a 

prevalent form in filmmaking.  Yet, film curriculum is not “shifting” digitally, per se.  

While more technical courses are being offered, the core courses in film history, criticism, 

and aesthetics remain an integral part of the curricula.  This is because the fundamentals 

of filmmaking have not changed, despite new technological developments.  In other 

words, at the core of a good film is still a good story.  “Regardless of technology changes, 

you need a story, and the curriculum is to help students expand their visions,” said Choy. 

5  Even for USC’s School of Cinematic Arts where the program places a strong emphasis 

on technology, the bottom line is still about filmmaking.  “You don’t want to give up the 

                                                 
4 Christine Choy, personal interview, April 12, 2005. 
5 Christine Choy, personal interview, April 12, 2005. 
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past about film.  Somehow they get transformed, but for sure you don’t give up the 

legacy.  Some issues remain constant.” 6  

Yet, the various technologies over time have altered the physical aspect of 

filmmaking.  Technology makes lives more instantaneous, more convenient, but it creates 

a lot of “lazy film makers.” 7  The traditional art of filmmaking is a very disciplined craft 

and requires a lot of previsualization, storyboarding, planning, and interviewing.  But 

with the convenience of the Internet, “people don’t go out and research anymore, they sit 

in front of the computer.  So, instead of going out and really experiencing as an artist, 

people become distant and detached.” 8  As a result, technology “makes very muddy 

cinema” 9 and “the quality does suffer.” 10 

Moreover, the psychological mood of filmmaking has changed over the years, 

particularly with the emergence of new technologies.  Presently, with the low cost and 

virtually limitless availability of digital storage, students tend to overshoot.  This is 

reflected in the length it takes to complete the film school.  Many programs now take 

over three years to finish mainly because of the time spent on the final film.  

Consequently, technology drives up the cost and time of making films. 

On a bigger scale, the dynamic of film schools has changed as a result of “techno 

fever”.  Film schools are introducing more and more courses in the emerging forms of 

technologies.  New departments and interdisciplinary programs are constantly being 

created to keep up with technology.  Yet, there can be grave and costly consequences.  

                                                 
6 Michael Renov, personal interview, April 2005. 
7 David Irving, personal interview, April 11, 2005. 
8 Christine Choy, personal interview, April 12, 2005. 
9 David Irving, personal interview, April 11, 2005. 
10 Christine Choy, personal interview, April 12, 2005. 
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“The diversity of the category ‘new media’ and their continually changing nature sets an 

obvious limit to theory-forming about their ‘consequences’.  The technological forms are 

multiplying but are also often temporary.” 11 

Furthermore, the creation of new departments based on new technology raises 

questions about the ownership of these new programs.  For instance, who owns 

interactive media?  The Engineering Department was very involved in the creation of 

USC’s Interactive Media Department, but they were not interested in content, theorizing 

and other creative aspects.  Yet, is interactive media, which includes video games design, 

really part of cinema?  Moreover, where should the line be drawn for interdisciplinary 

studies involving film and technology?  Certainly, “you cannot train talent—to train a 

particular point of view.  It’s easier to train an artist science than to teach a scientist art 

because art is innate.” 12  

 

8.4 Future Directions 

Understanding the evolution of American film education requires an examination 

of the complex interrelationships between many factors.  “The mass media institution is 

part of the structure of society, and its technological infrastructure is part of the economic 

and power base, while the ideas, images and information disseminated by the media are 

evidently an important aspect of our culture.” 13  Further research on how societal 

demands, particularly its thirst for new technologies, are changing the film curriculum is 

                                                 
11 McQuail, D. (2000). McQuail’s Mass Communication Theory. London: SAGE 
Publications, p. 126. 
12 Christine Choy, personal interview, April 12, 2005. 
13 McQuail, D. McQuail’s Mass Communication Theory. p. 61.  
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necessary in order to understand the future direction of film education.  As film 

departments are expanding into new programs, another research direction is to examine 

these new disciplines, such as animation.  Such study would further the understanding of 

the interdisciplinary programs in film.  Moreover, a research of the faculty and students 

and their experiences could reveal the psychological changes of filmmaking from 

traditional methods to present-day’s digital forms.   

Additional research can and should be done to answer theoretical questions about 

film.  For instance, how should film schools make the distinction between art and 

technology?  If technology has such a big influence on film, then should film schools 

teach everything about technology, even to the point of preservation and watermarking 

digital copies for copyright purposes?  

Moreover, research should be done specifically on technology’s impact on 

American film education during the digital era .  “One single new development or 

technology does not change film education or alter society and cultural values and habits, 

but rather, it is a combination of changes and developments which are adopted by the 

society that will eventually lead to an augmentation in film education and society and 

culture.” 14  Consequently, it is imperative that new technologies are evaluated in context 

from the macrocosm of the American film education system to the microcosm of 

personal filmmaking experience.  Furthermore, to uphold the quality of American film 

education, it is crucial that every single new technology is met with a critical eye.  Finally, 

in order to preserve motion pictures an art form and to sustain the sanity of filmmaking, it 

                                                 
14 McQuail, D. McQuail’s Mass Communication Theory. p. 87.  
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is vital that the “how” and the “why” are thoroughly questioned before implementing 

new changes, particularly technical innovations, in the American film education system. 


