
 

From Reel to Real: Practical Tips for Implementing Inductive Learning with Film 
 
Introduction 
 
Teaching commonly applies a deductive approach, a method in which learners are introduced to 
new concepts in a lecture first and then asked to use the new information in a specific application 
(Prince & Felder, 2006). Prince and Felder (2006) suggest that this method provides little 
motivation for learners since the “telling” aspect of the lecture portrays the idea that learners 
may use this information in the future and does not necessarily focus on allowing learners to 
understand the why behind the lessons. Alternatively, an inductive teaching approach is more 
learner-centered and emphasizes learners coming to their own conclusions about relationships 
between the course content and a specific context (Lee & Lo, 2014; Prince & Felder, 2006). The 
inductive method provides learners with a predetermined vicarious experience prior to any direct 
instruction. This provides learners an example, connecting course content as it is subsequently 
delivered. The inductive approach has been found to improve learning and academic 
development and be equally effective in achieving learning objectives when compared to the 
deductive approach (Klauer & Phye, 2008; Prince & Felder, 2006). While some research indicates 
that teachers prefer the inductive approach (Machila et al., 2018), Prince and Felder (2007) found 
that students may resist the inductive method, particularly in project or team-based courses, so 
instructors should use careful planning. 
 
Process 
  
We applied an inductive approach in a team leadership and communication course. Team 
development is a fundamental concept that describes how team processes and interactions 
evolve over the life of a team. Tuckman and Jensen (1977) provide one popular model describing 
stages of forming, storming, norming, performing, and adjourning. We initiated the inductive 
learning process by showing the film, Ocean’s 11 (2001), to provide our learners a shared 
vicarious experience during the first week of the semester. We provided a ‘thought guide’ to help 
learners take notes while they watched the film in class. The instructor facilitated a discussion 
about the team in the film during the following class session, encouraging learners to recall and 
explain the behaviors and interactions of team members throughout the film. Subsequently, the 
instructor taught a lesson on the stages of small group development (Tuckman & Jensen, 1977). 
The remainder of the course content guides learners through competencies associated with team 
development such as group goal setting, decision-making, conflict management, and team 
evaluation. Additionally, learners worked in small project teams to complete a team project. Near 
the conclusion of the semester, learners wrote an essay analyzing the development of the team 



in film and comparing it to the development of their own team in class. As a component of their 
essay, learners responded to questions measuring their satisfaction with the assignment 
analyzing a team in film, including the inductive approach applied.   
 
Assessment 
 
Overall, learners performed well on the assignment (M = 89%). They indicated satisfaction with 
the assignment and found it to be effective and a unique way to learn the course content. 
Moreover, they reported that the assignment was motivating and helped them learn. Although 
less definitive, learners also indicated that they had modeled teamwork behaviors from the film 
and that their teammates had modeled behaviors from the film. Table 1 indicates frequency of 
responses to Likert-type questions, where 1 represented strongly disagree (SD) and 5 
represented strongly agree (SA).  
 

Table 1.  

Student Satisfaction Using Inductive Learning through Film (N = 32) 

Note. Strongly Disagree (SD) = 1, Disagree (D) = 2, Undecided (UN) = 3, Agree (A) = 4, Strongly Agree (SA) = 5 
 

Learner responses to open-ended questions highlighted more nuanced perceptions. Several 
learners indicated that they enjoyed the assignment and learning through film. Some learners 
appreciated watching the film before learning the concepts. One learner shared, “This made it so 
much easier to grasp what we were learning each unit because we already saw it displayed.” 

 Frequency of Response  

Item SD D UN A SA Mean 

Analyzing a team in film to learn about stages of group 

development was helpful and effective.  
 1 3 14 14 4.28 

The team in film analysis provided a unique activity to promote 

my learning of the stages of group development.  
1  2 10 19 4.44 

I enjoyed learning the stages of group development through 

analyzing a team in film.  
  3 8 21 4.56 

Analyzing a team in film was motivating and helped me learn.  3 3 11 15 4.19 

Analyzing a team in film is suitable to the way I learn.    3 2 13 14 4.19 

I would have preferred freedom to choose the film to analyze.  6 10 11 1 4 2.59 

I would have preferred a different assignment to assess my 

understanding of the stages of group development.   
5 15 10 1 1 2.31 

I have modeled teamwork and/or team leadership behaviors I 

saw in the film in my own team this semester. 
1 2 12 7 10 3.72 

My teammates modeled teamwork and/or team leadership 

behaviors I saw in the film. 
3 4 7 8 10 3.56 



Another learner acknowledged “I also understand why it would be beneficial to see the movie 
earlier in order to have the opportunity to watch a team in action.” However, others found it 
challenging and indicated they would have felt more comfortable learning the concepts prior to 
watching the film. One learner wrote, “I wish that we would have learned about the concepts 
before watching the film. I don’t think my notes meant much before learning about the topic.” 
Several learners noted that they would have preferred less time between viewing the movie and 
writing their analysis paper. One learner said, “We watched the film at the beginning of the 
semester and was asked to analyze it at the end. It made it a little more challenging to recall 
scenes from the film.” Ultimately, however, learners were able to identify the stages of group 
development in the film as well as compare the behaviors they saw in the film with their own 
behaviors and those of their teammates.  
 
Recommendations 
 
Learners in our class indicated they enjoyed learning through film, although their preferences 
were somewhat mixed regarding whether an inductive or deductive approach should be applied. 
This is not surprising, given that Prince and Felder (2006 & 2007) cautioned about student 
resistance to inductive learning, despite it being an effective approach. Based on our experience, 
we recommend that instructors consider utilizing film to provide a common vicarious learning 
experience for learners when appropriate. We suggest that when using an inductive approach, 
associated assignments occur relatively quickly following the viewing of the film so that learners 
can more easily recall specific scenes to relate to course content. In our case, the film could be 
used to demonstrate nearly all of the concepts taught across the semester. Therefore, in the 
future we will strategically incorporate clips from the film throughout the semester to help 
learners recall specific scenes and interactions as they learn the course content.  
 
Instructors should carefully consider the film they choose, ensuring that it provides content as 
realistic as possible to aid in transfer of learning. Previous research suggests that animated films 
are viewed strictly as entertainment and represent a fantasy context that learners may not 
connect with in an educational environment (Champoux, 2001; Champoux 2005; Rockler, 2002). 
It is also recommended that the film be suitable to a wide range of audiences and avoids 
inappropriate language and potential triggers, if possible or requested by the learners. Moreover, 
full feature length-films may not be feasible or appropriate in some classes, so we encourage 
instructors to consider integrating short clips or episodes from tv series to initiate inductive 
learning.   
 
Although learners may initially resist an inductive approach to learning, we encourage instructors 
to apply this approach when possible to help learners draw from a common experience to co-
create learning in the classroom. Beginning with shorter clips followed by guided discussion and 
direct instruction may help learners build comfort and confidence in their ability to derive 
relevant and important learning from experience whether real or vicarious. Fostering learners’ 
ability to extract learning from their experiences, we believe, can contribute to helping them 
become life-long learners.   
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