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INTRODUCTION

In celebrating the work of the film industry it is usually the directors and the film stars who attract all the attention.  The inferred view of our culture is that the partnership between these individuals is the great creative act from which films spring.  While this may be a sustainable position in relation to theatre, film is a very different beast indeed.  As all the great film directors understand, it is the process of editing – selecting, arranging and timing a series of shots into a film continuity – which represents the vital creative act and governs the creation of meaning.  Editing is what Pudovkin,called   “the creative force of filmic reality”.

There is little excuse for the relative side-lining of the editor’s craft in Hollywood; they should know better.  However when considering the making of films in schools (by which we now largely really mean the making of videos) there has until recently been a very real difficulty.  This difficulty was the nature and availability of analogue edit machines.  Because they were relatively expensive there were few of them in schools.   Even in schools running GCSE and A level Media Studies it would be quite common to find only one or two edit suites.  There was never enough time for pupils to be taught the skills of editing lower down the school – indeed quite often the only time they got to use this equipment was when they were editing the one and only moving image product they ever undertook as part of the formal curriculum.  

If we draw an analogy with writing, the frustration and limitations of this technological bottle-neck are easily understood.  Imagine the quality of end product if we only had a few sheets of paper and a couple pens for use with the whole of year 10.  In this scenario, we could talk to the students about writing, we could read examples of it to them - but when it came to doing it we would only be able to say “each of you has one lesson and one sheet of paper and you are going to write your one and only GCSE essay – and by the way there isn’t time or the facility to do any drafting so you’re stuck with your first attempt”.  It was hardly surprising that much of the video work I saw in 15 years as a Chief Moderator for GCSE and A level Media Studies was adversely affected by the severe restrictions   candidates faced at the post production stage – not to mention the drop off in quality between generations of analogue edit which meant that the submitted work was sometimes little more than a murky mess.

The advent of digital technology means that, for the first time, pupils can now really spend time thinking about the different possibilities available when editing found footage or material they have shot themselves.  Using non-linear editing facilities, they can make wholesale changes or minor tweaks to the sequences they work on.  They can now genuinely put their work through a series of drafting changes, refining the way meaning is created.  

There have been various research studies into the use of digital video in the curriculum.  Most recently the BFI evaluation of the BECTa digital video project found that working with digital video:

· Increases pupil engagement with the curriculum

· Promotes and develops a range of learning styles

· Motivates and engages a wider range of pupils than traditional teaching methods, so providing greater access to the curriculum

The focus of the work undertaken by the Devon research group reported in this publication focused specifically on the second of these points.  If digital video is really to be a key feature of learning across a range of subjects in a “transformed” secondary curriculum then the nature of the learning which is going on during the process of editing together different shots deserves careful attention.   

Six teachers conducted the research work in four secondary schools across Devon.  

· Nikkie Huddart works as a teacher of English and Media Studies at South Dartmoor Community College, an 11-18 specialist P.E College in the small rural town of Ashburton on the southern edge of Dartmoor.  Pupils are drawn from a large and diverse rural catchment.

· Carrie McMillan is an English teacher at Tiverton High School, an 11-16 school. Alistair Fitchett is an art and design teacher at the same school.  The intake of the school draws on the town of Tiverton itself and some outlying farming villages.

· Jane Richardson is an English teacher who also teaches Media Studies at Tavistock Community College, a large 11-18 specialist Languages College serving a large and diverse catchment to the west of Dartmoor.  Bob Hooper also teaches at Tavistock.  He began as an art and design teacher but now teaches solely Media Studies at GCSE and A/AS level. 

· Gill Clayton is Head of English at Great Torrington School, an 11-16 school serving a largely rural area of north Devon.

The research methodology employed was a case study approach, focusing on small groups of students and using a combination of the following methods of data collection:

· Semi-structured interviews with the students 

· Observations of case-study students during the project

· Unstructured interviews with the students during the project

· Semi-structured interviews with the class teacher for each case-study child, where appropriate,  before and after the project.

Carrie McMIllan’s reseach set out to answer the following question:

“Can the process of digital editing help students achieve a more explicit understanding of story structures, by exploring the processes of a media with which they may feel more comfortable than print?”

Though the two students who worked on the exercise Carrie had set up took some time to become fully engaged with the work and frequently expressed their dissatisfaction with the lack of “finish” they were able to achieve, the work did address objectives for English relating to narratives:

“The students were continually discussing narrative structures in more abstract terms, talking about the elements and plot functions that comprise narrative. They were also made more explicitly aware of the connections between the ways films are structured, something Richard certainly was very familiar with, and the way narratives are structured.”

The research indicates that drawing on film, television and computer game narratives should be considered as not only a legitimate but also a powerful part of the English teacher’s repertoire.

Gill Clayton’s piece offers a challenge to the idea that editing is about a process of collaborative learning.  Her research concluded that:

“…every group observed had a leader – or an editing leader: it was they who tended to do most of the editing, perhaps with the odd input from someone else in the group; but largely the rest of the group became observers. ”

As a teacher, Gill’s natural inclination would have been to intervene, to try and ensure that the “edit leader” was reined in.  But the decision had been taken that in all research cases, once the task had been set up, teachers would observe the way the activity developed – uninterrupted.  It is tempting to relate Gill’s finding back to the analogy drawn earlier between editing and writing.  Though we encourage the use of drafting partners to help pupils test out their product, ultimately we expect them to write their own individual piece.   Is the “creative force” at the heart of editing a similarly individual activity?  Gill’s research raises this as a possibility.  Further work could fruitfully be done on this hypothesis.

Nikki Huddart’s research was also concerned to explore the links between creative writing and video editing.  Three clear research questions guided her observation:

1. What is the relationship between structure in editing and structure in creative writing?

2. What is the potential for children to transfer skills learnt during editing to their subsequent creative writing?

3. What is the relationship between creativity and structuring with constraints?

Her conclusions are certainly encouraging:

“The whole digital editing experience was very valuable in enabling students to see how they could edit their writing in the same way in which they edited film, without requiring them to sacrifice their own written work in the process.  It also gave them strategies for structuring stories as they were ruthless in disallowing anything on screen which did not make the narrative “flow”, yet did completely the opposite in their own creative writing.  The concept of audience, which they embraced so instinctively in their video editing, did not enter into their written work very often.  However, after the process of editing, they were able to see the importance of “making sense” in their creative writing in the same way that they had aspired to in their editing”.

If true, then the case for greater integration of digital video work into the English curriculum is strengthened.  In addition to study of moving image texts in their own right as part of their reading of a wide range of cultural texts, Nikkie’s work implies that by engaging with meaning-making through the processes of video editing, pupils’ own narrative writing will also be improved.

Jane Richardson’s research centred on observation of pairs of pupils editing “found” footage for a specified end with a view to ascertaining the ways in which non-linear editing impacts on oral and written skills.  This proved to be over-ambitious within the time constraints and thus the outcome centred on the impact of non-linear editing on pupil talk.  It is often claimed that when pupils use computers, the screen somehow encourages more purposeful and productive talk. Though setting out with that as her hypothesis, Jane found little evidence that this was the case.  She did, however, detect a discernible impact on the learning process.


“ (An) interesting dynamic which the Avio seems to have is the facility for encouraging thinking.  Students in the classroom often find silences and problem solving intimidating; it’s easier for someone to explain to you what to do than find out for yourself.  The students familiarity with, and unconscious understanding of, moving image texts, seemed to encourage an engagement with task that is all too often absent when students use written texts.  Their talking may not have been as enhanced as I had anticipated, but productive thinking within a minimal (but effective) mode of discourse, certainly was. “

Alistair Fitchett was the only Art teacher to be involved in the research project.  It is fitting that he devotes considerable time to an exploration of the nature of the creative process and its place in the classroom.  As the curriculum has congealed since the  Education Reform Act of 1988, English – and by implication Media Studies – has largely been concerned with an analytical/critical paradigm.  Though Art and Design has seen the introduction of a “critical studies” element, its central focus has remained in what one might loosely term a creative/productive paradigm.  In 1991 I argued the case for greater collaboration and discussion between English/Media and Art teachers, on the basis that media education concepts could help inform critical studies for art while the production/aesthetic concerns of art teachers could strengthen debates about “finish” and “quality” in photography and film/video. (Other Ways of Seeing.  Phillips:  Journal of Art and Design Education Vol. 10 number 1).  In the dozen years since, lens based art has grown to a point where major art exhibitions often seem to have more screens on display than canvases. Yet few Art and Design courses in school reflect this aspect of the gallery system and English has become gripped by a narrow testing regime and what the Children’s Laureate, Michael Morpurgo, called “the dead hand of Literacy.”

Alistair’s focus on creativity was thus a welcome addition to these studies.  He sets his observation of the work undertaken by a group of Year 9 pupils against a model for creativity he developed specifically for this research project.  His report certainly offers much food for thought at a general level about the nature of creativity in the school curriculum at a time when the word is increasingly seeping into government education speak.  His piece also offers a view on the specific area of digital video editing and the findings have some link with Gill Clayton’s:

“(The research) raises the question about whether editing is an activity best done individually, and reflects the question as to whether this is also the case for the creative process. Can a group activity be a creative activity in itself, or is the creativity a by-product of the combined outputs of individual’s creative processes? The evidence of the editing activity seems to suggest the latter being the case.”

Bob Hooper had for many years taught art and design before “converting” to teach Media Studies full time at Tavistock Commuity College.  His was the longest experience of teaching practical media production and until his participation in this research project, all the post production he had undertaken with pupils had used analogue edit systems.  His focus was on the Casablanca editing system and its impact on the knowledge, understanding and skills it develops in the upper secondary sector student.  His conclusions appear to offer a ringing endorsement of the advantage of non-linear edit systems over the ones Bob had wrestled with for so many years.  He claims that:

· Digital editing processes allow experimentation

· Digital editing further develops knowledge about narrative structures.

· Confidence and success go hand in hand. The Casablanca promotes success through being easy to use, flexible and allowing extensive reedits and speed. Students, in the majority of cases, enjoy using it and are gratified by their success.

· Able students transfer interpretive skills from their experience of media texts to their own work more readily with the Casablanca system. The experience of digital editing feeds back and develops skills and knowledge about camera work and planning.

· The Casablanca promotes ambitious work.

These studies are by their nature tentative and partial.  They do not claim to offer a fully argued critique of the place of digital video editing in learning.  But at a time when digital technologies are being heralded by government as a means by which schools may “transform” their curricula, they offer a starting point for debates around the impact of this particular new technology on learning.  

Martin Phillips

April 2003 

CHAPTER ONE

How does digital editing help children develop their understanding of narrative?

Carrie McMillan – Tiverton High School
The study of narrative frequently draws on structuralist ideas that story structures are formulaic and comparable from culture to culture. There is a theory that these basic narrative structures are recognisable across cultures and similarly across generations. It should follow, therefore, that while children in the 21st Century classroom need knowledge and understanding of the classic examples of narrative schools teach, the Dickens and the Chaucer; teachers can also draw on the understanding of narrative children glean from more contemporary sources, such as films and computer games.

What Did I Want to Achieve?

Building on Prior Knowledge of Narrative

Children in high schools are frequently asked to compose stories, particularly at Key Stage Three when there is seen to be more time for creativity. National Literacy Strategy objectives for the task of story writing are commonly ones that assess the student’s ability to structure sentences, spell accurately and use linguistic devices that engage the reader. The objectives also indicate that students must show some understanding of narrative structure; “a story with an arresting opening, a developing plot, a complication, a crisis and a satisfying resolution” (text level writing objective 5, Year 7 NLS) but the explicit teaching of this is something that can be overlooked in the classroom. By high school age many students arrive in the English classroom with a head full of narrative structures which have been imbibed through a variety of means, including teaching in primary schools, their private reading, stories they’ve been told and through their knowledge of film, television and computer games. When asked to write a story, by Key Stage Three most students have an implicit understanding of what a story, or narrative, should look like.

Film and Editing as a Narrative Model

I wanted to find out if the process of digital editing could help students achieve a more explicit understanding of story structures, by exploring the processes of a media they may feel more comfortable with. Initial experiments using film to inspire creative writing had been very successful. The writing of a Year 8 group during September 2001 had been proving too basic. They were writing Crime Stories, and weren’t paragraphing properly. As a result, their stories often took the form of one paragraph of very basic writing, ‘telling’ the reader events rather than ‘showing’ them which failed to achieve any kind of mood for the reader. The children were able to identify how writers as varied as Arthur Conan Doyle and Ruth Rendall had created mood (as texts were used as models for their own writing as suggested in the National Literacy Strategy) but they were unable to emulate the narrative depth of these writers. When the students watched a six frame sequence from The Maltese Falcon and then had to write the story of that sequence in six paragraphs, their writing was transformed, and they included a depth of detail they hadn’t considered before. When I began the digital editing project, then, I expected to find that the construction of a narrative sequence on film would help the students concerned develop a more thorough understanding of how to ‘build stories’. The students had responded so well to film as stimulus for writing I wanted to show in this project that the manipulation of film in an editing task would give them a more confident approach to manipulating narrative in their own writing. 

The Students Involved

This digital editing project involved the participation of Richard and Megan, two Year Eight students who had recently performed particularly well on thee genre writing project in class. They had been asked to write a crime story, having studied a selection of stories and films of that genre. Richard’s story, while technically flawed, particularly with sentence construction, was engaging and dynamic with a sophisticated opening and structure. Megan’s story was more accurate and more traditionally structured, and she had taken pains to include the elements necessary to the genre as discussed in class. These two students were invited to participate in the project as being representative of male and female more able students who had enjoyed the creative writing task, and who had shown an innate understanding of story structures.

Preparing for the Project

Before beginning the task with the students, I felt it was necessary to establish clearly my own expectations of narrative, particularly narrative structure within genre writing. Any student, teacher or simply reader of literature is pre-occupied with narrative, the age-old entertainment of telling, listening to and reading stories. The study of narrative is relatively young in comparison to the act of telling stories itself, but there is still a wealth of research done in this field, from modernists, formalists, structuralists, post-structuralists and post-modernists. The variety of opposing views on narrative; its content, structure and purpose, makes dizzying reading, especially as in recent years the accessibility of the Internet and multi-media technologies has opened up the realm of narrative into a whole new dimension.

One interesting and strangely satisfying theory of narrative is the idea that there are no longer any new plots. A variety of theorists have attempted to distil the sum total of narrative plots in the history of literature down to a specific number, most notably Rudyard Kipling’s estimate of sixty-nine basic storylines and Borges’ assertion that there are less than twelve (Murray, 1997 pg186). These plots are said to focus around the basic human preoccupations, which are themselves rather narrow, those of love, lust, power, adventure and fulfilment. Syntagmatic theorists emphasise that the making of narrative is a formulaic business, in which plot can be formed by working through any combination of human desires and preoccupations.

This idea is explored by the work of Russian formalist critic Vladimir Propp, whose work on the oral narrative of Russian folktales has continued to be influential. In The Morphology of the Folktale (1925) Propp, in advance of theorists like Borges, argued that the complete body of Russian folk narrative can be condensed into a set number of recognisable plots, which can be combined and interchanged with one another, but which are instantly recognisable. He argued that this body of narratives was composed of twenty-five basic plot structures or functions. These functions were vaguely stated, such as ‘the hero leaves home’, the hero is tested’, ‘the hero acquires a magical agent’(Murray, 1997 pg196). Propp maintained that though not all fairy tales will include all of the functions, there would still be a certain order maintained, so for example the hero will always be tested after he has left home and the hero will have successfully completed his test before he marries and concludes the tale. This is a syntagmatic analysis of narrative; an analysis that seeks to understand the units of structure within a narrative and how they relate to one another.

This breaking down of narrative to a set number of interchangeable plot functions can be extremely useful when approaching narrative in a multi-media context, as we shall see later, but a large body of research by post-structuralist critics such as Roland Barthes disagreed with the nature of Propp’s approach to the subject. Barthes noted in his essay ‘Introduction to the Structural Analysis of Narratives’ from his influential Image, Music, Text (1977) that ‘the narratives of the world are numberless’ (Barthes, 1977, pg79). Although post-structuralists were in agreement that ‘it is impossible to combine (to produce) a narrative without reference to an implicit system of units and rules’, it was generally felt that Propp’s strategy of reducing an entire body of oral narrative down to twenty-five functions was a damaging one. It was believed by these critics that Propp’s system of functions would serve as a broad brush approach, but that narratives from specific genres and cultures would lose their distinctiveness when analysed in this very narrow context. For example, George Lucas’ Star Wars films can be studied in Propp’s context of ‘hero leaves home’, ‘hero is tested’, ‘false hero is exposed and is punished’ ‘hero successfully completes the test’. The same analysis can also be arrived at with a structuralist approach to Charles Dickens’ ‘Great Expectations’. While in a post-modern culture it can be entertaining to view the classics in this way, to many critics there is a risk to be run in reducing the world’s narratives down to a single story like this.

While in more recent study the formalist analysis of Propp has been mildly discredited, Umberto Eco moved on to produce a similar theory about the narratives of James Bond films and novels. Eco has reduced the key plot functions in James Bond films and novels to:

M moves and gives a task to Bond. 

The villain moves and appears to Bond. 

Bond moves and gives a first check to the villain or the villain gives first check to Bond. 

Woman moves and shows herself to Bond. 

Bond consumes woman: possesses her or begins her seduction. 

The villain captures Bond. 

The villain tortures Bond. 

Bond conquers the villain. 

Bond convalescing enjoys woman, whom he then loses. 

(Eco 1966, 52)

This study is very reminiscent of Propp’s plot functions, but begins to apply the discourse of narratology, the study of narrative, to a wider cultural context, including the analysis of film narrative. The semiotician Christian Metz noted that ‘a narrative has a beginning and an ending, a fact that simultaneously distinguishes it from the rest of the world’(Metz 1974, pg17), an idea that echoes the multi-media artist Bill Viola’s assertion that ‘life without editing is just not that interesting’(Packer/Jordan 2001, pg289). While the formalists would argue that narrative is composed of a constant re-telling of the most basic human experiences, these ideas emphasise that when humans are driven to turn their experiences into narrative, they find themselves ‘editing’ that experience, and shrinking it to fit the classic narrative structures that have been so successful and so fulfilling for centuries. These cosy formulaic narratives, with satisfying closure at the end, are of the type preferred by Hollywood since the early days of film. 

Hollywood film narratives, even to present day, are often considered comfortable, unrealistic versions of narratives, the sort of formulaic storytelling that could arise from over-dependence on a formalist analysis of storytelling like Propp’s. It is generally agreed that Hollywood narratives, with their structured sense of beginnings, middles and, of course, happy endings could never reflect real human experience in the way that narrative that was thought to. However, the way that Hollywood told its stories was to come under scrutiny by semioticians like Christian Metz, who produced an analysis of film narrative that was once again reminiscent of Propp’s reductive list. Metz produced a syntagmatic analysis of film narrative, which reduced the structure of visual storytelling to these key elements:

The autonomous shot (e.g. establishing shot, insert) 

The parallel syntagm (montage of motifs) 

The bracketing syntagm (montage of brief shots) 

The descriptive syntagm (sequence describing one moment) 

The alternating syntagm (two sequences alternating) 

The scene (shots implying temporal continuity) 

The episodic sequence (organized discontinuity of shots) 

The ordinary sequence (temporal with some compression)

(Chandler 2002)

These shot descriptors are instantly recognisable as commonly used shots that help directors tell stories through film. Just as earlier theorists commented that oral and written narratives could be broken down to common recognisable elements, more modern and populist critics point out that the same can be done with film. 

Still more recently, narrative has moved on again, as Tofts and McKeich point out in Memory Trade – A Prehistory of Cyberculture  (1998), the human desire to tell stories has moved on from oral storytelling, to the written word, to film media and now to multi-media technologies. The growing field of hypertext narrative exploits the ability of multi-media and the World Wide Web to more closely mimic the way our minds are supposed to work. Theorists, like Vannevar Bush who examined the connections between the way computers can work and the way the human mind works in his 1945 essay ‘As We May Think’, note that it is impossible for human thought patterns to conform to the strict ordered structure that conventional narratives have maintained. In the electronic domain the reader is free to choose the order in which he/she reads a piece of fiction and so electronic narrative structures are not as static and uniform as theorists like Propp found with oral and written narratives. 

This ‘multi-form’ plot (Murray, 1997, pg188) places more emphasis upon the reader than previous narrative forms had, though modernist texts such as Ulysses and Finnegan’s Wake by James Joyce experimented with ‘hypertextual’ structures long before the invention of the first personal computer, with structures that rely on the reader’s experience with texts to pull together various threads. Modern multi-media narratives also rely on experienced readers, as Janet Murray points out in her discussion of game playing as modern narrative. ‘In a Western adventure I can be counted on to try to shoot at the bad guys, and in a horror story I will always enter the haunted house. I perform these actions not because I have read a rule book but because I have been prepared to do so by exposure to thousands of stories that follow these patterns.’ (Murray, 1997, pg192)

It is not beyond the bounds of reason to state that multi-media narrative, in gaming and in emerging forms of hypertext fiction, will become as important a method of telling stories as the oral and written tradition, and of course film, are in present day. 

To sum up, the history of the study of narrative appears to widely agree on the necessity of following structure and pattern. Our experiences cannot be told as they are, they must undergo a process of editing to allow them to fit into a recognisable structure. It can be seen, however, that as the format of narrative is changing throughout history, so is the structure narrative must fit into.

Organising the Project

Having established my own thinking around the subject of narrative, I set about organising the editing task. The logistics of the project involved Richard and Megan missing one lesson of English a week, a lesson normally reserved for private, silent reading. They went to a small office to work alone on a Casablanca AVIO digital editing machine which was set up with the television they were used to using in class. After initial instruction on how to use the machine, which took less than half an hour, they were given the task of constructing a coherent story from a selection of twenty-five clips of varying lengths from Humphrey Bogart films.  These films had been chosen as ‘The Maltese Falcon’ had been successfully used as a stimulus for their earlier creative writing. 

Restricting the clips to a selection from a very specific genre was intended to provide the students with a constraint that would lead to more efficient exploration of narrative structure. I was aware that the process of editing was new to the students and I felt it would be an unrealistic expectation to ask them to tackle a larger editing task, such as filming and editing their own crime film. I felt that, as Mike Sharples writes in How We Write: Writing as Creative Design (1999)”Constraint is not a barrier to creativity, but the context within which creativity can occur.”

Data collection while the students were at work was to prove difficult, as I was unable to be with the students the entire time they worked on their film. As a result, I set a video camera and microphone to record the students whilst they worked. This obviously made them feel uncomfortable and it was not always easy to record their talk clearly. Most helpful to data collection of the students’ responses to the task was through teacher questioning at the end, a form of ‘assessment’ students are far more familiar and comfortable with. While the Richard and Megan were more forthcoming in their responses in this context, I was aware too that their responses would inevitably be led by the tack of my questioning.

Outcomes – The Process and Evidence

Through these questioning sessions it became clear at first that Richard and Megan seemed overwhelmed by the task. I had decided not to employ my usual teaching strategies which involve a lot of modelling. After initially teaching each of them quickly the basic functions of the editing machine, I simply left the students to it. I told them that I had no clear idea myself of what the completed project may look like. I did this deliberately as I didn’t want to lead their responses to the machine anymore than could be helped. More able children often wish to please the teacher and receive praise for giving the teacher what he/she wants. The point of the research was to see how useful the editing task was to the students themselves. 

The AVIO machine was not daunting for them as they quickly adopted a ‘click it and see’ approach which served them well throughout the project. But they simply seemed at a loss as to where to start their narrative and required teacher input referring back to their work on crime stories to remind them of effective ways to begin a narrative. Soon after that they chose a standard opening shot, from the Maltese Falcon, of the Golden Gate Bridge and the city of San Francisco, with the city’s name appearing in titles. When asked why they wanted this shot for their opening they responded that it “set the scene” which was language directly lifted from previous lessons they’d had on storytelling. The students themselves failed to make the link between storywriting and the editing process.

The students frequently needed reminding about their previous knowledge of story structures. The task set was similar to sequencing activities often used with texts which the students would most likely have approached with more confidence than they approached the editing task. Initially they had problems with planning and thinking through the activity. For the first few weeks they appeared to hit a brick wall at every sitting, practically starting afresh each time. Again teacher input was necessary to suggest that they may need to use pen and paper to plan their approach to the task. Richard and Megan both laughed when this was suggested and looked embarrassed at having missed something so obvious. When teachers ask them to construct a written narrative in class, they are always taught to plan the narrative first. When confronted with the editing activity, neither of them thought to transfer their pre-existing narrative skills to this new media. In future sessions both students arrived ready with their exercise books and pens.

On the fourth week of what was intended to be an eight week project, Richard and Megan asked to be allowed to miss the editing session in favour of the silent reading lesson. Megan said she preferred the reading to editing, while Richard said he was concerned that the class would be watching Baz Lurhmann’s ‘Romeo and Juliet’ while he was out of the room. Both students were of course allowed to take a break from the editing session, though as seen in the Appendix, there were obviously other reasons why they wished to forego the session.

When editing resumed the students made faster progress. Richard continued to have problems handling the ‘trim’ function (“I keep trimming the big bit off I wanted!”) which made Megan the expert for that task, when normally she preferred Richard to handle the mouse. Richard also gave the mouse to Megan when a shot had to be added to the timeline at the top of the screen. He found the prompts confusing when ‘Add’ asked him if he wanted to add the shot ‘in front’ or ‘behind’. It was interesting that technical details, a real weakness in his writing, also proved problematic when editing. However, Richard took control of the mouse happily when work began on transitions and special effects, enjoying experimenting with possible ‘looks’ for the piece, possibly a more ‘creative’ activity.

It was also at this stage that the students made an important discovery which helped them feel more satisfied with the narrative they constructed. Throughout the project they were bothered by the lack of perfection in their film narrative. Because of the nature of the task the film was jerky and brief, with obvious continuity problems between the different films used as source material. While a clear crime story narrative emerged from their choices, the discontinuity frustrated them. They were delighted to discover later that they could add shots of text to their narrative which would help them establish each scene more clearly in the viewer’s mind. They set about adding text before each new film source appeared, thus masking, in a way, the discontinuity. After an opening shot of San Francisco in daylight from ‘The Maltese Falcon’ they included text claiming “At Lord John’s Ball” before a shot of Lauren Bacall at night from ‘The Big Sleep’. Before a shot of Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall clearly in different clothes and settings from ‘Key Largo’ they added text stating ‘Two Years Later’. At one point they had even added text reading ‘Meanwhile, in Outer Space’ which showed them at last having some fun with project, though they quickly deleted this.

Their use of text in this way at first suggested a reliance on written narrative, a dependency on text to tell stories. When asked once how they could show on film a narrative idea they had Richard said “you could write a thing (a text sub-title) to show it”, rather than thinking of how they could show it visually. However as work progressed on the finishing touches to the editing, the students insisted the text additions were there just to overcome the discontinuity of the film sources. It suggested in the long run that the students were used to seeing polished pieces of film of high quality, and would not be satisfied with an end-product of their own that lacked visual polish as well as narrative fluidity.

The outcomes for the process of digital editing seemed to be that students themselves were unable to make the connections between writing narratives and editing narratives, and that students who suffered from technical problems in their writing would not necessarily be entirely freed from technical problems when working with film. The ‘fine-tuning’ for some students will always be a problem, just as the creativity will be a problem for others.

What I Learned 

On completion of the project, the students were asked for their opinions on the usefulness of the editing task. When asked where they normally get their ideas from when asked to write stories, Richard immediately said “films” extending this by saying “some bits from books, some bits from computer games and some bits from films” showing an awareness of narrative value in all of these forms. Megan also got ideas from films but said she most often got her ideas from fiction she’d read. When talking about narratives, or stories, from this point onwards both students veered between film and books as their reference points, suggesting that film is an important source of narrative education for them, even if they themselves are not always aware of this. When asked initially about good beginnings and ends to stories, they both responded with pat, clichéd answers, such as the beginning of the story should “set the scene” and the end should be “happy”. When pressed they both acknowledged that films they’d seen that did do this, particularly happy endings, were unsatisfactory. When asked to name books or films that didn’t have a happy ending but still had a satisfactory ending, Megan chose ‘Animal Farm’ and ‘Romeo and Juliet’, both texts she’d been studying in English that year. Richard agreed with Megan but showed more experience of film, suggesting that the ending to ‘Saving Private Ryan’ was both unhappy and satisfactory. 

Megan and Richard both continued to express dissatisfaction with their finished project, still worrying about its dissimilarity in appearance to the polished films they were used to seeing at the cinema. They were used to the strictly structured Hollywood product analysed by theorists like Christian Metz, and found it difficult to see what they had produced as a film. They appeared to have set themselves very high standards for the project and Richard particularly expressed unhappiness at the constraints placed on them, having to work with images that were not shot by themselves. Both agreed that they would have liked to have had more ownership of the project, devising a story and filming it, rather than simply working on an editing task. In this context the students found the constraint a frustration to their creativity, as even if it did help them produce a film within eight weeks, it was not a film they felt proud of.

By the end of the project however, both students were talking in more abstract terms about narratives and what is satisfactory in a narrative. When talking about what was unsatisfactory in their film it was obvious the students had a very clear idea of the film’s narrative in their minds. Megan said it was “not like a film” and it needed “better scenes for our story”, “like a car chase” Richard suggested. He commented that it felt “like a trailer, the best bits” of a bigger film they both had in mind. When asked what was missing from theirs that made it simply a trailer and not the main feature, Richard indicated that it needed “the connecting bits”, showing an understanding of the different elements films use to tell stories; the ‘syntagms’ that directors use to build stories, and the climactic events they result in. Both students were aware that their film contained some elements of the crime genre they had studied, like “the midnight phone call” and “violence” (Richard) but Megan commented it wasn’t entirely like a crime film should be because there was a romance element to it. “It’s a Cromance,” Richard said.

In summing up, Megan admitted that she hadn’t really enjoyed the project at all, saying that she would “rather have been in English”. Richard showed more enthusiasm for editing, imagining conditions in which he would do such a project again. He expressed a wish to film his “own stuff” suggesting he had ideas for a more satisfying film. Both students said that the task wasn’t ‘English’ to them, seeing the type of work they were doing as more like ICT than English, despite the emphasis on narrative. Megan said she could imagine the AVIO being used in the Drama classroom, while Richard said he saw it as more of a ‘new thing’ that didn’t fit in any one subject area. The students’ learning from this project was not explicit to them. Neither felt they were ‘doing English’ during the project, though both felt pleased that they now knew how to edit well enough to teach someone else. 

But throughout the project some learning relevant to the English curriculum was taking place. The students were continually discussing narrative structures in more abstract terms, talking about the elements and plot functions that comprise narrative. They were also made more explicitly aware of the connections between the ways films are structured, something Richard certainly was very familiar with, and the way narratives are structured. To make the most of this learning it would then be the job of the English teacher to exploit the potential behind the interest of many children like Richard in film and computer game narrative.

As an English teacher it is this last point that has become the most valuable learning experience of this project. The National Literacy Strategy has emphasised the importance of using texts as models for children’s writing, but for me this research has flagged up the need for us to widen the ‘canon’ of texts we teach to include the new media texts our children are now so familiar with.
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CHAPTER TWO

Is video editing really a group activity?

Gill Clayton




Great Torrington Community School 

Part One:  Initial Observations

What types of learning are taking place when students are editing film?

It seems that a multiplicity of things take place when students edit film: there are the group-working skills, and the editing process itself that needs a diverse skill itinerary. Whether or not these skills are transferable to other areas of learning is a matter that needs discussion.

The class used here was a mixed ability year 10 ranging from pupils working at level 2 on the National Curriculum to level 8. The class had been working on media as part of their GCSE English and had been set the task of producing a short 2-3 minute film using a specific genre and aiming for an imaginative use of camera for effect.

A group of 4 ‘able’ pupils (Louise, Philip, Eleanor and Matthew) has been set a differentiated task in collaboration with the Food Tech. Department designed to give them extra challenge. They had to produce a 5 min. ‘slot’ for a cookery TV programme on African cookery using a visit to school of an outside guest. To prepare for this they had researched cookery programmes on TV to determine what types of camera shots, angles and movements they would need.

The class then worked in groups in rotation: planning, filming and editing. This type of working was very successful as it allowed a great deal of observation of the editing process. This analysis is based upon all the pupils in the class, but mostly the able group as there was more time available to spend observing them than the others.

Watching students edit is a fascinating activity: there is an awful lot going on. Initially pupils need to overcome the problem of working with the technology. It proved easy to learn how to use the Casablanca Avio, students rapidly became experts and then taught others how to use it. In a matter of five minutes they were going from sitting at the machine cold, to starting to edit their material.

The first thing one observes is the need for the students to work as a group, there is much discussion about which parts of film to download, where to cut and trim individual scenes and in what order they need to go. This tended to be done with real thought; a real wish to get the best possible outcome. 

Students tend to stay very focused, they are glued to the screen; there is intense concentration, even in a noisy classroom with a lot of group work going on.

Once scenes are downloaded and students are ready to begin editing this seems to be where the real challenge lies. Downloading scenes is straightforward, if things are not right; students know they can manipulate them to get what they want. But editing the scenes is different, they want the best possible outcome and a lot of work goes into achieving this. There is real thought and discussion about sequencing: what is going to go where. This tended to be done by visiting and revisiting the downloaded scenes to choose the ones that were required. Those scenes would then be cut or trimmed to exactly how they wanted them and put into sequence. Some scenes would have to be watched again and again, constantly flicking from one to the other before they were put in sequence to go towards the final film.

For most of the group the editing was made easier by the fact they had storyboarded their films, thus they had a good idea what needed to go where. For the more able group however this was not so, they had not known what was going to happen on the day of filming so had to film everything they could and then try to impose some sort of structure upon it. Because of this their editing was a lot less constrained and thus there was a lot more flicking from scene to scene to remind themselves what they had as they were trying to sequence it. For example, at one point they were looking through the scenes and stumbled upon one they had spent a long time looking for. They then had to find where it went which meant going to the sequence they had made, going back to the beginning, watching it and slotting it in where they had wanted it.

Once the sequence was in place and the group happy, it was a matter of finishing off: adding transitions, titles, music/dialogue etc. Students really liked that they could do all this because it made the final product look really professional; but it was during the editing process that it seemed the really interesting aspects came into play.

As an observer it was at first difficult to determine exactly what was happening; one could see what pupils were doing, but it was difficult to try and work out what was happening internally. As observation time mounted up however, several things were coming to light.

In this instance the first hurdle is the technology. Groups needed to acquire the technical skills necessary to use the Avio machine. Because a small group of year 11 boys had already become experts in using the machine they passed on their skills to the first group ready to edit: the ‘able’ group, and then the able group taught the next group and so on. This part of the process was very easy and smooth due to the simplicity of the machine. Students needed very little input before they were finding their way about themselves – it does seem a very simple machine to operate.

However several things came out here. One of the boys in the able group – Matthew – decided he did not like the machine and refused to take part in the editing process. Interesting, as he is very able at ICT, indeed loves it. He wanted a computer, when it was pointed out that the Avio was indeed a computer then it was ‘not the right sort!’ Matthew said it did not seem ‘professional enough,’ a ‘real’ computer would give you more options, have a clearer monitor, show previews of what you want to do, like effects. He wanted a touch screen and that mouse: ‘it’s too big and too inaccurate.’ Also the interface was intimidating: it was ‘garish’, an ‘eyesore,’ the colours were wrong, and the layout of the screen, it ‘makes it difficult to concentrate.’ When asked whether it might be a question of familiarity he did admit that ‘it might be we’re so used to the environment of Windows.’ He was happy to teach other pupils to use the machine though – a chance perhaps to maintain his role of ‘technology expert.’

It is clear that he did have appoint about some of the Avio’s limitations: the freeze frame is ‘rubbish’ and it is, it judders about; and it would be nice to preview things like effects. He would have liked ‘markers’ to mark the scenes or where they were in the film. It would also be useful to have a copy function to copy scenes and use them in a different way. There was also a problem with not being able to insert on top of and insert which took some time to overcome.

On the plus side they agreed it was easy to use, it worked consistently and the sequencing part is clear. They liked that you can get back what you trim out, and trimming and splitting is so easy. In the end, as well as learning about media technique they said they had been learning about the machine and that ‘cutting and pasting in the right order [or editing] is quite a skill.’

A very important factor in editing is groupwork: the negotiation, compromise, merge of ideas and leadership skills needed to create the end product. Every group observed had a leader – or an editing leader, not necessarily the same leader who decided things at the planning stage. Louise who became the leader of the ‘able’ group said that editing is not really a ‘multi-person task,’ she thought it should be a maximum of two, possibly because in her case it seemed that she and Eleanor did most of it; the others tending to be observers who chipped in an idea now and again. Louise had a point; she said that there was a conflict in the individual vision of what the final film needed to look like, and the group vision. Had she been alone she could have just ‘gone for it,’ whereas in a group there had to be constant negotiation.

Negotiation as communication is very important in a group situation. In the case of the ‘able’ group the two girls had downloaded the scenes onto te Avio from two different cameras. Because the boys had no input here, when they came to edit they did not have half the things they wanted as the girls had not bothered to download them – they had not communicated their part of the vision –this was one of the reasons why the boys opted out of the editing process, they did not feel they had enough ownership of the film.

In this case working as a group is a very important factor and a skill that is directly transferable to other areas of learning.

Editing is a very creative process, but because students start with what has been downloaded it is creativity in a very disciplined way. In what is largely a sequencing activity – putting things in order until it makes sense; like a jigsaw puzzle, it works in the right order to tell a story – it is a case of developing the most creative sequence. Philip however found it very constraining. Comparing it to writing he said that when you write you have the ideas in your head and a blank sheet of paper, you can put anything down, there are no constraints; but the editing process is like playing with lego, you are constrained by the shape of the blocks, there are some things you cannot do – which is like editing, you are constrained by what you’ve got on film. An interesting and valuable point, to use his comparison to writing, it is like trying to write a story after having been given the words: there are still infinite possibilities, but you are under some constraint. Philip found it frustrating ‘you get lots of things buzzing around in your head, and then you find out you can’t do them!’ At one point his plaintive rang out in class ‘I’m allergic to editing!’

Yet Louise liked the framework, it gave her something to hang on to, and ‘besides, it can be very haphazard, you don’t have to start at the beginning.’ She felt the machine and process gave her a lot of freedom. On the one hand ‘it is a very simple, repetitive task,’ but on the other, ‘when you are sitting in front of the machine there is always something different you can do.’ When asked to elaborate upon that she offered: ‘you can cut the scene, there, or there, or there; and sequence it differently; in general if you aim for the perfection that’s in your head it’s always ok.’

And this is where the whole process comes into its own, if they go with what you can do and what they have, this is a very valuable experience for students. They loved the fact that they ended up with something that looked like a real film, that thay had done it all themselves – seeing their names on credits and hearing their peers clap was a real boost to self esteem and self confidence. And if this process does nothing else, it is worth it for that. 

Part 2:   Is video editing really a group activity?

Initial observation had indicated that the editing process is  about adapting to circumstances, working with what you have got and can do rather than what you wish you had and could do. It is a sequencing activity – imposing order on something that is initially haphazard.  Within this sequencing comes multi-thinking skills – what goes where and in what order, and what’s left behind that needs fitting in? 

These observations of students editing film had also thrown up the possibility that this was a valid group activity; that editing as a group developed communication and group skills; that unless groups could compromise, there was no final outcome. Further observation however, has turned this thought around and this case study now asks the question ‘is editing a group activity at all?’

The pupils used for this part of the study were from Year 10 and were two English classes (10Y and 10X). Pupils were mixed ability ranging from level 2 on the English National Curriculum to level 8.  The groups had been working on media as part of their GCSE English.  10Y were set the task of producing a short 2-3 minute film using a specific genre and asking for the imaginative use of camera for effect.  They were asked to plan in storyboard form and had 15 minutes to do the filming.  10X were given a lot more freedom and just asked to produce a short 2-3 minute film and had as long as they wanted to film.

The classes then worked in rotation: filming, editing and working on a piece of film analysis.  This type of working was very successful as it allowed pupils to all be engaged in something meaningful, and allowed a great deal of observation of the editing process.

This case study is in some part based upon all pupils in these classes, but mostly a group from 10X:  Paisley, Simon, Leitza, Gemma and Richard  (Paisley’s group – thus called for reasons which will become later apparent).  It was found that when filming, what most groups tended to do was to film the scenes in order; thus editing became merely trimming scenes, aligning them, adding transition effects between scenes and then finishing by adding titles and credits.  This group however filmed both within school and at home; thus when downloading scenes onto the Avio had them out of sequence which meant they had a much more ‘realistic’ editing experience.

Observing students edit is a fascinating activity, there is an awful lot going on.  Initially pupils need to overcome the problem of working with the technology.  It proved easy to learn how to use the Casblanca Avio; students rapidly became experts and then taught others how to use it.  In a matter of 5 minutes they were going from sitting ‘cold’ at the machine, to starting to edit their material.

The first thing one observes is the group dynamic, in general there tends to be much discussion about which parts of film to download, where to cut and trim individual scenes and in what order they need to go.  This tends to be done with real thought; a real wish to get the best possible outcome.

Students tend to stay very focussed, they are glued to the screen; there is intense concentration, even in a noisy classroom with a lot of groupwork going on.

Once scenes are downloaded and students are ready to begin editing this seems to be where the real challenge lies.  Downloading scenes is straightforward, if things are not right students know they can manipulate them to get what they want.  Editing the scenes is different, they want the best possible outcome and a lot of work goes into achieving this.  For most of the students it was a matter of trimming scenes to how they wanted them to look and then sequencing them - as most groups had filmed them in sequence anyway, this was not always the most creative part.  For Paisley’s group however this was a real challenge; they had more material and it was totally out of sequence when filmed.

Paisley’s Group:  a case study.

The dynamic of this group was very interesting:  very mixed ability – a very able English student (Leitza) and a very able ICT student (Simon).  However, it became clear very quickly that there was a definite leader of the group and that was Paisley.

Indeed every group observed had a leader – or an editing leader: It was they who tended to do most of the editing, perhaps with the odd input from someone else in the group; but largely the rest of the group became observers.  In Paisley’s group’s case this was to the extreme.  Paisley became a dictator – the final film was down to her and her alone – she was in control all the time.  When editing, the mouse was constantly in her possession. On occasions when others in the group would try to suggest something, she would argue her case to get her own way.  If she did not get her own way then she would often move on without a decision being made to the next clip or task.

When Simon tried to influence the editing he was mostly ignored and would give up. However when Leitza repeated and supported Simon’s suggestions Paisley would then take it up and give it a try.  These occasions were few and far between though; it was largely Paisley’s product:

Leitza:  
I think you should let Simon have a go.

Paisley: 
Yeah… but I know what I’m doing now… I will mess it up if I give it to Simon.

The use of the pronoun ‘I’ is very interesting here, how can ‘she’ mess it up if Simon is doing it? She means that if Simon does the editing it will mess up what she wants and it will not be her vision of the film – in her head it has become her film and she wants total control.  After this input she carried on editing and the rest of the group – perhaps seeing they had not got a chance – began to talk about something else.  They were completely off the task.

Throughout, the talk indicated the activity of the group:  silence tended to be Paisley editing and the others watching as silent observers – this tended to be the same in all groups; discussion, ranging from quiet, calm discussion to sometimes very heated, indicated coping with the group dynamic or trying to get it ‘right’.

Perhaps editing is an individual activity.  Louise, a girl from another group, said that editing is not really a ‘multi-person task’ she thought it should be a maximum of two.  She had a point; she said that there was a conflict in the individual vision of what the final film needed to look like, and the group vision.  In Paisley’s group this was proven to be true. Louise said, had she been alone she could have just ‘gone for it’ whereas in a group there had to be constant negotiation.  Louise however is a very accommodating, passive personality; a confident, strong personality like Paisley had no qualms whatsoever about ‘going for it’ – she did not want negotiation as it was her film.

(When offered a suggestion) “No… I know what I’m doing… I know what I’m doing!” (said with much force.)

It is interesting that before observing Paisley’s group it had been easy to believe that groupwork was an important feature – it had seemed that groups were having to negotiate and compromise to create the end product.  There would be discussion about where to trim scenes to best effect and how to go about sequencing them. Within this group the final product belonged to Paisley – to the extent that towards the end of the process the rest of the group gave up and Paisley came along to the classroom to finish it off by herself, reinforcing the opinion of a boy, Philip, from another group ‘You can only have one editor.’ Revisiting original observation tapes and notes it can be seen that in fact few of the groups really produced a ‘group’ film; that there tended to be a dominant character who took control most of the time with other group members chipping in ideas now and again that either would or would not be acted upon.

If this is the case is it a valid learning experience?  What types of learning are taking place when students edit film?

It seems that it is experimental learning, students were learning by doing, they had a quick ‘lesson’ on how to use the Avio, but they were learning all the time how the machine worked and constantly experimenting with it.  Paisley with her hand ever on the mouse would move between shots, to special effects, preview them, select the best one, then add to the sequence of the film.  For her, and the other editors to a certain extent, it was an extremely creative process. In what is largely a sequencing activity – putting things in order until it makes sense; like a jigsaw puzzle, it works in the right order to tell a story – it is a case of developing the most creative sequence. For some:  Paisley and Louise, they created structure from non-chronological material - they really experienced the editing process. Yet because students start with what has been downloaded it is creativity in a very disciplined way. Philip found this constraining. Comparing it to writing he said that when you write you have the ideas in your head and a blank sheet of paper, you can put anything down, there are no constraints; but the editing process is like playing with Lego, you are constrained by the shape of the blocks, there are some things you cannot do – which is like editing, you are constrained by what you have got on film. An interesting and valuable point. To use his comparison to writing, it is like trying to write a story after having been given the words: there are still infinite possibilities, but you are under some constraint. Philip found it frustrating ‘you get lots of things buzzing around in your head, and then you find out you can’t do them!’ At one point his plaintive rang out in class ‘I’m allergic to editing!’

Yet Louise got a lot from this, ‘it can be very haphazard, you don’t have to start at the beginning.’ She felt that the process gave her a lot of freedom. On the one hand ‘it is a very simple, repetitive task,’ but on the other, ‘when you are sitting in front of the machine there is always something different you can do.’ When asked to elaborate on that she offered: ‘you can cut the scene there, or there, or there; and sequence it differently; in general if you aim for the perfection that is in your head it’s always ok.’ 

Which is clearly what Paisley did. She had the ‘vision’ from the start and when the material did not match up to the vision then, as Louise had said, she worked out another way of doing it so that it made sense. It is about adapting to circumstances, working with what you have got and can do rather than what you wish you had and could do. She worked hard with the machine to make sure that her final product was as good as it could be. And this is where the whole process comes into its own. If they go with what they can do and what they have, this is a very valuable experience for students.

CHAPTER THREE

How can video editing help to support creativity in writing?

Nikkie Huddart     South Dartmoor Community College

The aim of this study is to explore the relationship between creativity in writing and editing video.  By its very nature, creativity is difficult to define.  ON one level the word has an almost mystical quality.  “Good” writers are gifted with creativity.  ON the other hand, English teaschers are faced with the necessity of bottling this elusive quality and uncovering it in every student in the English classroom.  In an essay on “School Students’ Writing”, Michael Rosen the “vexed word creativity”.  He writes that we understand creativity as that which is “really ‘original’, or conversely ‘old hat’ .“  However, he also points towards another definition of creative as that “which is transformative for the writer”. Creativity happens when we, as writers, learn through our writing; when we can reflect as we write and change in the process.  Paddy Creber suggests that writing can be creative when “ a productive inner dialogue is set up between ourselves as writers and ourselves as readers….This is what is meant by writing being a reflexive medium which is self-generating.”

A similar process can be said to happen in video editing.  Editing is a reflexive process by nature, requiring students to watch, edit, watch and reflect.  Through editing, the raw material they begin with changes into a new text.  They create new meanings and make discoveries about their work.  The choices and decisions made in production and post-production can be confirmed or reassessed.  Non-linear editing technology also allows for playfulness and experimentation without losing work – a bugbear of the old analogue systems.

Video editing can offer opportunities for lower ability students where writing has often failed them.  With these students it is production of any writing, regardless of whether it can be considered creative, that is the problem.  The process of putting their thoughts into words and writing them down restricts their creativity.  Creber points out that “However one views it, writing is neither natural nor easy.”  He goes on to say that, ”less able pupils learn also that writing is difficult; that they are not much good at it; that evaluation is the teacher’s mythical prerogative.”  If students know that they struggle with writing but cannot understand what is “not much good” about it, it seems unlikely that they will reach the transformative place Rosen writes of.

However, if through editing, these students are given the opportunity to shape narrative, to play and explore without the anxiety they often bring to writing in English lessons, it is possible that they may be able to see what they can achieve.  It is also possible that they would be able to take that knowledge and confidence back to their own writing.

SECTION ONE - CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

In Assessing Achievement in the Arts, the authors stress the importance of process rather than product.  Often, in an educational context, the emphasis is necessarily placed on the external outcome of an activity in order to assess students’ achievement.  This research is based on an idea of process.  It posits the idea that digital editing may help students who experience difficulties in structuring their written work.  It explores the idea that, as digital editing enables students to instantly arrange and rearrange clips into different structures, it may be a useful tool to develop with students who lack these organisational skills.  It is hoped that, through observations of, and discussions with students involved in the research, it may be possible to provide new frameworks for creative writing for students with these difficulties, which could be used in a classroom context.  

Creativity for educational purposes has been defined by NACCCE (1999) as 

an, “Imaginative activity fashioned so as to produce outcomes that are both original and of value”.  Students are required to engage with their own creativity in the English curriculum in many ways, including writing.  Yet writing is a troublesome area for many students: creative writing in particular, where it may come with many preconceived ideas about “writing a story”.  Paddy Creber writes that, “However one views it, writing is neither natural nor easy”; for some students, it is an experience that stifles, rather than encourages, creativity.  If creativity should be on the curriculum for every student, then it is helpful to conceptualise it as something which can be accessible to all, something that is, as Mike Sharples argues in Writing as Creative Design, “an everyday activity.”  The broader context of this study considers approaches to writing, how students can use different approaches in combination in order to access their own creativity and express that creative impulse in terms that an audience can understand.    

As a theoretical starting point, this research borrows a framework for understanding writing from Mike Sharples.  His ideas about Discoverer and Planner approaches to writing and the importance of constraints have particularly influenced the pattern of this research.

Using categories recently identified by several researchers, Sharples divides writers broadly into Discoverers and Planners.  Sharples claims that, although many writers are convinced by one of these approaches, that they are not so much traits as approaches to writing.  He points to the fact that although some writers are very grounded in one approach, others use them depending on what kind of text they are writing.  This indicates that the methods can be taught.  The two categories demand very different approaches.  As implied by the name, Planners prepare and hone their ideas before they begin to write.  Sharples writes that, “The plans guide composing and when there is a mismatch they either edit the text or revise the plan.”

By contrast, Discoverers are “driven by an engagement with the text.”  Rather than plan, they plunge immediately into the writing of the text, revealing ideas to themselves as they write.   For them, self-understanding arises from writing.”  While Planners reflect and edit as they go, Discoverers tend to They rework their complete text many times, reading and revising until it “shapes up” to the constraints of the task and audience. 

One of the key differences between the approaches is the relationship between writer and intended audience.    Sharples writes that:



Discovery writing is, initially at least, a communication 

with oneself.  Through the act of re-reading and revising, 

the writer gradually becomes an objective reader, 

separated from the original ideas, and can shape the 

text to the needs of an audience.  A planning approach 

is, from the start, a communication with the external reader.

For the Discoverer to ensure that their text is appropriate for their intended reader, they must spend a long period of revision and reflection after their initial engagement with the writing of the text.  Sharples claims that fiction writing is generally more suited to the Discovery method, as it “encourages longer periods of engagement”.  Many students embrace this approach, especially in their creative writing, where they are often resistant to any form of planning.  However, the danger of the Discovery approach is the tendency to “engage with the text for long periods of time, leaving no opportunity for monitoring or critical appraisal” (113). Students in an educational environment are almost always working within fairly narrow time constraints.  If they do not complete their first draft, they may not reach the crucial reflective stage.  They may not engage in “extensive revision” or have the time to rework.  Consequently, the question of audience may remain unexplored, even overlooked.

Although the Discovery approach may be the obvious approach to creative writing, it may be valuable for the type of student outlined above to attempt the Planning approach.  If students with a tendency to produce a “ramble of unconstrained creativity” are encouraged to work within certain planning guidelines, this may not only improve the structure of their writing, but even enhance their creativity.  According to Sharples, “The balance comes from creating appropriate constraints and then choosing a strategy for writing that matches the task.” 114   

In the initial burst of creative fervour, students may be resistant to listening to their teacher’s suggestions for planning their creative writing.  However, the reaction may be different if the “writing” is to be achieved with a digital camera and editing equipment, rather than pen or keyboard and paper.  Although many students are committed to the “go out and shoot what you feel like” approach, it is seldom conducive to anything worth viewing.  The same may be true of writing, but the advantage of filming is that this is instantly obvious to the creators themselves.  Students may be more easily persuaded into objectivity when watching their own work on screen rather than reading their own written work, because they are already sophisticated viewers of film.  They are accustomed to viewing many different types of visual texts, of instantly identifying the characteristics of those different types and of making judgements about them.  On the whole, they are likely to be less familiar with such a wide variety of written texts.

Although the mediums are different, video shares many characteristics of writing.  Both are created for an audience and both are “read” by that audience.  Planning, revising and editing are crucial for both.  Therefore, it may follow that video editing may be used as a tool to support students’ writing.  Because editing involves structuring images into a coherent narrative, it is possible that editing could be a useful way to help students who have difficulty in structuring their work, who find the Planning approach to writing difficult, those very students who are polarised at the extreme end of the Discoverer’s spectrum in the “ramble” of words. 

Digital editing in particular might be a useful tool, offering as it does the possibility to experiment with order and structure.  Sharples characterisation of the Discoverer who never reaches the revising and reflecting stage of creative composition might be addressed if Discoverer type students were only offered this stage.  If presented with the filming already complete, students would be forced to engage with planning and reflection.

The second starting point for this research is Sharples’ idea about the use of constraints.  He posits that constraints are crucial to successful writing:       

Constraints allow us to control the multitude of 

possibilities that thought and language offer.  There 

are so many ideas that we might have, and so many 

possible ways of expressing them, that we have to 

impose constraint to avoid thinking and writing gibberish.  

Constraint is not a barrier to creative thinking, but the 

context within which creativity can occur.  p41

Sharples identifies two types of constraint: internal and external.  “Constraints are both external and internal… The internal, mental constraints are of two general types: content (what to write, including the facts and experiences we are able to summon up) and rhetoric (how to write it, including style and structure, to fit the audience and purpose).

As the students were to be selected for this study chiefly for their ability to write “gibberish”, the task should impose constraints, especially of the internal type.  The purpose of the study is to examine what kind of role digital editing can play in assisting students with planning and organisation as well as helping them to structure a text with a view to how an audience might read it.  Therefore, it would be interesting to attempt to impose internal constraints on ideas of content, but to explore how the subjects address the external constraints.

It may appear bizarre to attempt to restrict ideas and expression in a study where the ultimate hope is to enable students to express themselves creatively.  However, as both Sharples and others have written, creativity is not only about expressing ideas freely, but about understanding how to express them.  Dan Davies and Alan Howe quote Koestler (1969) on creativity:

The creative act is not an act of creation in the 

sense of the Old Testament.  It does not create 

something out of nothing; it uncovers, selects, 

re-shuffles, combines, synthesises, already existing 

facts, ideas, faculties, skills.

Digital editing, by its very nature, involves these processes.  Using the same footage, it would be possible for different groups of students to select, shuffle and combine the same clips in different ways, to “produce outcomes that are both original and of value”.
In addition to the ideas of Sharples, Davies and Howe, some of the principles outlined in Harrington’s work on the “Creative Ecosystem”, were adopted for this research.  Harrington proposes that for creativity to flourish, certain conditions must be propitious.  Features of this ecosystem considered relevant to this research are:

· Opportunities for “play” 

· Permission/support

· Motivation/encouragement

· Open-ended assignments

Harrington appears to disagree with Sharples on some levels, as he writes that “Creativity is facilitated by open-ended assignments with freedom from tight constraints and externally determined outcomes,” but even he agrees that “deadlines can focus minds.”  In a classroom context, and within the “tight constraints” imposed on teachers themselves by political strategies and exam boards, it is not often possible to conform to Harrington’s criteria for creativity.  However, the task proposed for this study will operate within Sharples’ helpful definition of constraint, while maintaining an “open-ended” nature with no ultimate assessment.  The process will remain the important factor in the study.  Harrington’s assertion that “creativity is closely associated with play and experimentation” also seems helpful in this context, and particularly relevant to this study, as students will be taken out of English classes to “play” on the digital editing system.  They will be encouraged to experiment with the structure and organisation of footage, something that it only possible with a digital system that allows instant experimentation, which can be undone easily without losing work.

To conclude, in this study, ideas about approaches to writing have been transferred to the context of digital editing, to explore how the process of editing may enable students to view their own writing differently and improve their ability to structure and organise their creative writing.  As well as an explorative purpose, it is intended that students may take something out of the study that could be used in classrooms, such as suggestions on how to approach their writing in the future, based on what has been observed.
RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND METHODOLOGY

None of the subjects of this study could be said to view their writing as “creative design”.  They were all selected for their ability to create imaginative narratives without being able to structure their ideas in a way meaningful for their audience.  Some of them had severe spelling problems, which prevented them from taking full pleasure in their creative writing.  Others, while stronger spellers, tended to have so little structure to their writing that it meandered through various diversions, never approaching an ending.

Research Questions

The following research questions were selected as potential areas for enquiry within this field.

1.  What is the relationship between structure in editing and structure in creative writing?

2. What is the potential for children to transfer skills learnt during editing to their subsequent creative writing?

3. What is the relationship between creativity and structuring with constraints?

Methodology

The research methodology employed was a case study approach, focussing on four students before, during and after the project.  The writing of one student was analysed in depth, looking at her creative writing and use of structure before and after the project.  The following methods of data collection were used:

· Semi-structured interviews with the students before and after the project

· Observations of case-study children during the project

· Unstructured interviews with the children during the project

· Semi-structured interviews with the class teacher for each case-study child before and after the project.

As indicated, the aim of this research was to make students more aware of what is going on when they edit and when they write.  The hope was that if editing can assist with structure in writing, they will be able to take back some of the skills and ideas from digital editing to their creative writing.  

The approach taken was to talk to the children first, to explain what was happening and then to observe them carrying out the task without intervening unless asked for technical help.  At one point during the project, we discussed opportunities for more experimentation with the work they had produced, without being judgemental.  As the students naturally were interested in what the study was “about”, they were told that they had been chosen because they all had vivid imaginations and were creative, but that they had trouble structuring their writing.  They were told that they would have the opportunity to look at some of their stories in a different way, through digital video editing and have the chance to play around with the structure of them.  Before they began the task, they talked about their feelings about creative writing.  

The playfulness and open-endedness of the activity was stressed, as was the idea that there was no “right” way to complete the task.  I pointed out that one of the features of digital editing was that perceived mistakes did not matter because they could easily be undone.  Children were encouraged to try out combinations of shots and ideas whether they thought they would work or not.

Students were given time constraints as a way of containing such an open-ended task and 31 shots which  had been filmed to relate to their stories.  The instructions given were:

“There are 31 shots, based on your story.  Several of the shots are similar to give you more choices.  Your task is to create a story out of these shots.  You do not have to use all of them.  Try to play with the structure of the story.  The idea is not to reproduce the story your originally wrote, but to make a new story on the screen.  You can change the order of the shots as much as you like.

You will have one hour to view all the shots and discuss them.  You can write things down if you like but you don’t have to.

Then you will have at least two more hours to arrange and rearrange the shots.  You can trim the shots down, adding titles and any effects that you would like.”

FINDINGS

Pre-editing Interviews:

Before the students began editing, they each read a story aloud and we negotiated a decision about which one would be filmed.  The criteria for selection were the possibilities the story offered for playing with structure, as well as logistical considerations.  Some of the stories involved shape shifting, waterfalls made of chocolate and islands that floated in the sky guarded by flying cows.  These elements were considered beyond the capabilities of the low-budget film crew!  As a group, we discussed the fundamental differences between writing and film, such as how film has to convey meaning and motive through showing, whereas, especially in a first person written narrative, emotions and thoughts can be conveyed directly to the reader.  There was some brief discussion on how we could overcome these considerations in filming this particular story.  However, the students involved in the project were deliberately not involved in the actual filming of the story for three reasons.  Firstly, I wanted them to be open to different ways of telling the story just from the shots they were given and, secondly, I was keen not to “close down” the potential meanings in the story, but to keep the narrative as open as possible.  Thirdly, I was keen to make the focus of the activity the editing rather than the filming and wanted to avoid discussions of the filming process while the editing process was taking place.

The reason for filming one of the students’ own stories was so that they would feel connected to and interested in, the material.  Although only one story was filmed and different narratives made from it, I hoped that the way that it was selected through group negotiation would help the students feel that in some way, they were working with their own material.  Preliminary investigations using the same students showed that when they were asked to edit existing commercial material, they felt intimidated be it and found it impossible to edit without the feeling that there was a correct sequence of shots. Finally, this first interview focussed on the children’s feelings about creative writing.  They were asked the following questions:

1. How do you feel when you’re asked to write a story?

2. What are your story writing strengths?

3. What do you find most difficult?

One students, Adam, admitted that the thought of creative writing filled him with dread.  The others talked about a mixed response of excitement and apprehension.  They all individually decided that their main strength was “thinking up good ideas”.  Lucy said that the good ideas didn’t “work out when you try to put them on paper”.  She also said that creative writing was easier at home when there was more time and peace to think things through and that writing was less daunting when there was a “topic” to write about.  Emma and Lucy were both clear that they did not like too many instructions to follow when writing stories.  By topic, they mentioned both a general area such as “Other Worlds”, which may come out of a scheme of work, or a writing constraint such as a first person account, a journey or a letter.

Hadden, the fourth member of the group, found creative writing a bit of a chore, but exciting.  He cited his main problem as that of endings, meaning that he never reached the end of a story.  He thought he had finished a story once in Year 3, but that was only because the bell was about to ring and he wanted to go early!  Therefore, for the last four years, he claimed that he had never reached the end of a piece of creative prose writing.  When I asked him how he felt about this, he was not sure, but decided that it would be good to get to the end of a story one day.  His expectations of his own writing were that he would not expect to finish anything he had started.  He was articulate about his writing, recognising that “getting sidetracked” was responsible for never reaching a conclusion.  

For Emma, spelling was a major problem in writing.  Her story was selected for

                        filming because, after many drafts, it was the most simple and structured.   Although relatively sophisticated in general structure and sentence construction, the teacher graded it at a Level Four because of Emma’s severe spelling problems.  It was obvious that Emma had very little idea of which words were spelled correctly.  She talked about preferring to write on the computer because she could use the spell check facility to see which words were wrong, “then you get lots of different words and you have to decide which one is the one you want”.  Emma also said that she had difficulties in knowing “how to start it off.”  The story chosen for filming opened with a situation suggested by the teacher, so she had found this easier.  

Observations during the editing process:

The framework for the observations was based on the original research questions and on the conceptual framework outlined in Section One.  Notes were made around the following ideas:

· The editing process encourages Discoverers to take a Planner approach with regard to structure

· Creativity comes out of uncovering, selecting, re-shuffling and combining already existing ideas

Discoverers, Planners and Structuring

The two groups adopted different approaches.  The girls, Lucy and Emma, watched selected shots then wrote down a potential order and checked the order before beginning editing.  Therefore, they displayed something of an initial planning approach.  They also watched and re-watched “what we’ve got so far” at regular intervals and changed the structure as they went along.  They showed far more evidence of planning in the process of editing than they did in their writing:

Lucy:

Shall we put that walking shot between, or it won’t make sense?

Emma:  
No, ‘cause it’s part of the story.

Lucy: 

Maybe we should show that close up shot instead.

Emma: 
We could try it.  Maybe in between, we could put a rock climbing one.  First it’s…yeah, that one.

Most of the limited discussion between the students during the editing process focused around this idea of the film “making sense” to the audience.  They also discussed wider issues of structure:

Emma:

I think we should have View 3 at the beginning

Lucy:
But I like the first bit.  It sort of starts the story off straight away.

Adam: 

We should have them as the first two shots

Hadden: 
No, ‘cause he’s stood on the rock.  Play it again…I think we can take out the first clip altogether.

Hadden, who showed the most sophistication in his approach to editing in such a limited time, began to look in more detail at the pace of the narrative, with comments such as, “There’s way too much walking at the beginning.  It’s boring” and “That’ll be long enough.  Four seconds of looking at a map is far too long.”  Hadden also began to think of how emotion could be conveyed in the film, beyond the basic placing together of the shots.  His conversation showed that he was aware of motive, “you need to keep the idea of him looking at something,” and of how emotions could be expressed to the audience:

Hadden:
Let’s cut that clip so you only get the close up of his expression.

Adam:

(Laughing) He looks really like waah!

Hadden:
He looks shocked.  He’s lost his baby.  That’s how you would look isn’t it?


Inevitably, having been encouraged to play and experiment, the students occasionally lost sight of the narrative structure altogether.  Adam was the most likely to drift entirely away from the activity, speculating on the shots that could have been included with comments like, “Why don’t we make him climb to the top, go completely schiz and then kill himself?  Jump off the rock mate.  Do it.  Do it.”  At times like this, the communication between the two broke down, with Hadden continuing with the activity on his own, ignoring Adam, but still talking through his editing decisions aloud.  The girls operated in a slightly different way.  Although Lucy was by far the more confident of the two and the natural leader, she often deferred to Emma, as it was Emma’s story that had been filmed.  This meant that their decisions were far more negotiated than they otherwise may have been

Creativity and re-shuffling

None of the students approached the activity as a simple chronological ordering of the shots.  This may have been due to the pre-editing discussions outlined above, where they were encouraged to experiment.  They all initially put the shots into order and then began to play around with what they had.  Their willingness to re-shuffle and trim shots increased along with their growing confidence in their ability to use the equipment.  Occasionally, they cut and pasted shots to create new meanings:

Emma:
It’s OK, but it doesn’t flow.  We’ve seen him climb the same bit, just in a different place.  We could put in some scenery shots I suppose, but…no.

Lucy:
Unless we cut that one down and put them together.

Emma:

That’s quite clever actually.

The nature of the digital editing equipment encouraged the students to experiment, especially when they realised through practice that they could not lose their work. 

Lucy: 
We could have that one then that one.  No, he’s already there.  

We’ll take that out, then we’ll watch it and if we don’t like it, we’ll put it back in again.

Post-editing Interviews

As I had anticipated, the students found it very difficult to talk about the similarities between the process of writing and the process of editing.  Maybe because they were not in the habit of editing their written work, they struggled to see the connections between changing the structure and pace of narrative.  They were all agreed that editing was “much easier because there are no words to worry about”.  

Emma, who really struggles with spelling, was very clear on this point.  She said that her spelling held her back and made her very anxious about the story so that she couldn’t think about where the story was going to go because she was so worried about the words she was going to have to use.  The suggestions given below attempt to address Emma’s anxiety by encouraging her to focus on pictures rather than words. 


Lucy also said that in film, the audience could work things out from what they see, whereas in writing, it was necessary to spell out every emotion, motivation and thought.  We talked about how it might be possible to use the film techniques of showing the audience and creating enigmas in the writing process and this was incorporated into the suggestions for writing given below.  

Although Adam had expressed frustration with the limited shots during editing, in their interviews, all students said that only having a certain number of shots had helped them not only to complete the task, but also to structure the narrative.  They went further and suggested that because they had to think round a way of creating the effect they wanted, the final effect was more impressive.  For example, as the actor in the story did not actually jump off the cliff as Adam wanted, the boys trimmed a clip to show him standing on the top of a cliff, and followed this clip with a shot of the cliff minus the man.  They talked about how it was better for the audience to “fill in what had happened” with their own imagination.

New directions for creative writing

Based on the observations and discussions, students were sent away to write more stories with the following suggestions:

1. Try to “see” your story in your head as you plan it out.  Think of it as a film.  You could try dividing it into shots as we did on the Casablanca.

2. You don’t have to know exactly what is in each clip, but you should have an idea of where the complete story is going, e.g. is the man going to jump off the cliff or is he going to find his daughter?  If you don’t want to decide on the end at this point, have a few different ending “shots” worked out.

3. Before you start to write the story, try rearranging the “shots” as you did when you were editing.  You could try drawing them, writing a quick description, or you could just hold them in your head.

4. As you write your story, imagine yourself into each picture and write down the picture.

5. Don’t be tempted to wander away completely on a tangent.  Remember your shots in your head.  Also, remember that in a story everything has a point.  If you take up a page writing about something, it should have some significance in the story.

6. When you have finished your writing, read it through, asking yourself whether it would “make sense” to somebody else, just as you did with your film.

SECTION FOUR - DISCUSSION

The numbers involved in this research were very small, so care needs to be taken when analysing findings.  Conclusions drawn are based on a mixture of observations, interviews with the students and discussions with the students’ English teacher.  

What is the relationship between structure in editing and structure in creative writing?

In thinking about the two broad definitions of writers as either Discoverers or Planners, digital editing, or video editing of any kind, seems to demand more of a Planner approach.  When a further constraint of time is imposed, the Planner approach is even more crucial.  It is possible to take When these discoverers are faced with the editing process, they instinctively approach it in a different way, thinking about how it will “make sense” to an external audience.  There is planning built inherently into the editing process.

What is the potential for children to transfer skills learnt during editing to their subsequent creative writing?

At the start of the project, all of the students involved viewed digital editing and creative writing as two totally separate processes.  Even after the study, the similarities had to be pointed out to them explicitly before they could see any connection.  For children who often see writing as a site of anxiety and film or editing as a chance to play and experiment, this is not altogether surprising.  It would be too much to expect students to be able to articulate how the skills learnt during editing could transfer to their writing.  However, during the post-editing interview, as can be seen in Section Three, we were able to draw out ideas about meaning making, making sense and structuring. 

The new directions for writing given to the students were intended to help them to transfer some of the skills they demonstrated both during the task and in discussion afterwards.  When we talked through these ideas, students were able to see what the relationship between writing and editing might be.  Lucy compared trimming shots to “cutting out the waffle bits” in writing.  She also articulated some ideas about structure when she began to talk about her new piece of writing which she had started earlier, saying that “I’ve written two pages already and I’ve only just got to the main point.”  I was able to use the editing process as a way of talking about how cutting sections of writing out can actually improve a story.  Lucy discussed the possibility of putting some of her earlier writing into the story later or leaving it out altogether.

With these kinds of writers, the issues for transferring skills are always related to the words.  For someone who finds it difficult to write because of technical difficulties, the idea of chopping out sections of their work is incredibly difficult.  The fact that they were able to do this easily on the editing facility and see the results instantly made it easier to approach the subject of doing the same thing in their writing.

Ultimately, with students who find it challenging to write at all, it may be useful to stress the planning element more thoroughly, to gain more of a balance between the Discovery and Planning approaches.  One of the crucial elements of a successful Discovery writer is that they redraft and edit, something that these students find difficult for reasons given above.  Consequently, they tend to leave out this crucial redrafting stage altogether.  As the Planning approach requires some working out of possibilities to begin with, the study’s last phase, to write a new story using the “new directions” guidelines, encourages students to plan as they did when faced with the film shots.  

What is the relationship between creativity and structuring with constraints?
The concept of constraint as envisaged by Mike Sharples, is that, “constraint is not a barrier to creative thinking, but the context within which creativity can occur.”  In this study, one of the aims was to explore whether imposing a constraint through time and available material would help to stimulate students’ creativity.  Some of the comments made by the students, such as Lucy saying that, “having a topic is easier,” appear to back up this idea. There was also a sense of achievement expressed by Hadden at having a finished product at the end of the project.  In this sense, the project followed the definition of creativity promoted by the Government for educational purposes as it involved an original, valuable outcome.

The main internal constraint investigated in this study is that identified by Sharples as, “rhetoric (how to write it, including style and structure, to fit the audience and purpose).”  One of the key findings is that when the children began to edit, they instinctively had a sense of audience and purpose that they did not display in their written work.  Many of their comments centred around what “flowed” what “made sense” and what did or did not “fit”.  Many of the problems in Lucy’s writing could be overcome if she was able to write with a sense of audience, even on the basic level of sense-making.  In the post-editing interviews, students were able to discuss the difference in thinking of the audience in film as compared to writing.  Lucy pointed out that when you make a film “you know someone else is going to watch it,” whereas they did not think of their creative writing as something that anyone else, apart from their teacher, may read.  As Hadden said, “your teacher isn’t really reading it as a story but to mark it.”  This dilemma for teachers, expressed so succinctly by Hadden, is reinforced by Emma’s low Level Four mark.  It appears that creativity jostles with spelling for attention and does not always come off best.  However, having said this, it is also clear that the two cannot be separated.  Emma’s creativity could be extended if her anxiety about spelling could be removed; Hadden’s discoverer’s approach to writing which results in “thinking and writing gibberish” (Sharples), could be helped by some planning skills.

Conclusion

The whole digital editing experience was very valuable in enabling students to see how they could edit their writing in the same way in which they edited film, without requiring them to sacrifice their own written work in the process.  It also gave them strategies for structuring stories as they were ruthless in disallowing anything on screen which did not make the narrative “flow”, yet did completely the opposite in their own creative writing.  The concept of audience, which they embraced so instinctively in their video editing, did not enter into their written work very often.  However, after the process of editing, they were able to see the importance of “making sense” in their creative writing in the same way that they had aspired to in their editing.

CHAPTER FOUR

Cineliteracy and the Avio Editing Machine: an inductive study.

Elizabeth Jane Richardson – Tavistock Community College
As a teacher of both English and Media Studies, I am interested in the dynamic of both subjects – one a core subject and one that the students have to opt for.  It often seems that the mere unavoidability of English reduces its appeal to students.  Interestingly, however, both subjects make explicit a skill we are programmed to be competent at from birth: our native language
 and the new language of the moving image at which we have become so culturally adept.  It is worth noting that, beyond the classroom walls, most students already spend far more time engaging with the moving image than the written word. But how many of them (or indeed the adult population) can articulate the basic rules of the language they are so competent at comprehending?  More importantly, perhaps, how many are aware of, or understand, the mediation process which is so culturally invisible yet so influential in our understanding of the world?  

As further evidence of our cultural shift away from the written word, the information currency is shifting from formal text on a page to a more informal oral account: transactions in our daily lives now often rely solely on oral skills: telephone call centres supply us with insurance, banking services, shopping facilities etc.  In recognition of the central importance of oral skills, the English curriculum at both Key Stage 3 and 4 has Speaking and Listening as a significant and rigorous portion of the skills required to be taught.  This poses something of a mixed blessing for students.  Whilst it is evident that some of those who find writing difficult are advantaged by this oral assessment, it is also clear that it provides a different sort of pitfall for others. 

The call for     The call for Media Studies to become a core subject is not the point of this research and, I concede, would potentially alter the positive dynamic mentioned above. But, at very least, our academic engagement with moving image texts seems woefully under-exploited.  Given their importance, we should teach students how to comprehend moving image texts while at the same time investigating whether the study of moving image can have an impact on speaking and listening skills.  In other words, exploit one linguistic skill in order to enhance another. 

The national debate about boys’ underachievement has addressed issues of student grouping, subject matter, teaching strategies and reward systems but there is, arguably, an inherent limitation within subjects which will always militate against a significant proportion of male students.  Simply, sitting in a room dealing with written text is boring.  Preferable though they may be, even moving image texts can lose their appeal - as anyone left with a cover lesson of simply watching a video will testify.  Interactivity is key; students choose which moving image texts they watch in the social world.  This inevitably makes the text more interesting than something deemed to be ‘good for you’.  Even worthy texts, however, can be made more interesting and relevant by offering the student something to do – perhaps watching with no sound and trying to work out what is going on purely from visual clues.  How much more interactive, then, to be able to construct a moving image text.  Might this not be an effective way of stimulating purposeful and meaningful talk that is rooted in the students’ direct experience?

Observation 1.

To begin the investigation I chose to observe a small group with the purpose of recording the learning dynamic the Avio editing equipment offers.  Both boys (one year 7, one year 10), the pair was selected on the least rigorous of criteria – they were both sons of teachers in the school and were available after school!  This non-scientific selection method is advantageous: I had no hidden agenda when observing; they did not suspect that I was testing or evaluating them.  The younger boy has mild learning difficulties – his spelling is weak and his communication skills are well below his ability to understand the work he is doing.  The older boy is almost the opposite – he is very quick to respond verbally and able to communicate clearly to his peer group.  His written work, however, is less articulate and he can be frustrated that his knowledge and ambition for success are not always reflected in his grade for written work.  For the purposes of record, the younger boy will be referred to as A and the older boy, B.  To further reinforce the idea that they were not in a classroom situation I invited a sixth form student to join the group and teach A and B the basics of the Avio editing suite.  

It is worth noting the dynamic created when students have the impression that they have a choice: both students were invited to take part rather than told to.  The possibility for enjoyment was thus intrinsically bound up in the project.  So, with elevated self esteem (whatever the criteria, they were doing what few others in the school have had access to) and a sense of enjoyment, we began.

My rationale for this preliminary phase was to record the learning process and to look for evidence which might suggest that it was having, or offered the possibility of, an impact on speaking and listening.  The first session proved problematic for technical reasons but a couple of useful observations were possible.

Firstly, B, being senior and more verbally confident, quickly assumed authority over the equipment.  A was silent, passive and certainly gave the impression of feeling alienated from the process.  However, on questioning him afterwards he had assimilated as much information as B had by actively doing the tasks.

Secondly, it was notable how the three students communicated entirely by reference to the equipment.  Eyes were locked firmly on the screen and talk was aimed at the screen no matter who was addressing whom.  Classroom experience shows that when students are not sure about something they usually glance to peer group members to check if they can pick up clues from their activity.  It would seem that the equipment represented a puzzle but one that contained its own answer, rather than the usual puzzle in the classroom which students feel unable to resolve within the text they are working on.

The second session was more successful and this time A was invited to take control of the mouse.  Again, no eye contact was made in the group but as the learning session progressed an interesting development occurred.  A, the non-talkative one, began to contribute orally whilst B, usually so confident orally, was virtually silent.

The increasing IT-awareness of students afforded the first opportunities for meaningful communication.  Because the Avio monitor shares features with a computer – mouse, screen layout, icons – the students were able to refer to unfamiliar objects using subject specific vocabulary:

“Right, you take the mouse and select edit on the menu.”

Furthermore, this de-personalisation of learning (the equipment serving as screen and focus for the three individuals) meant that the learners had an in-built success factor.  In English it is notable how students seem to feel that they have no ownership of the written language.  They apparently fail to recognise that their ability to speak and be understood is a skill transferable to being able to write effectively: writing is an elevated skill which, they are constantly reminded, they are not expert at.  The Avio, like much IT equipment, seems to offer a safeguard against personal fault – it’s not exactly a poor workman blaming his tools but if your only tool is a pencil it’s rather hard to do anything other than take full responsibility for it!  This dynamic offered both boys the opportunity to experiment and take risks.

The most significant effect of the equipment, however, lies in the tangible connection between thinking and task.  English teachers will be familiar with the situation whereby a student is given a piece of writing to read and even the initial step of knowing that reading is the next and obvious progression cannot be assumed: ‘What do I have to do, Miss?’  This does not exist with the Avio.  It is almost as if the equipment is in silent communication with the student and the conversation becomes appropriately directed at the screen: 

‘So, what do I have to do first?  OK, check the settings first.  Now then, I think the next thing is down here.  Yes, edit, that’s what I need, edit.’  

This is not the sort of thinking aloud learning strategy I imagine many teachers hear spontaneously in the classroom.

It appeared that the task encouraged the students to both to retrace steps systematically and negotiate ways forward.  Moreover, there is confirmation here of a strong visual awareness and ability to conceptualise.  Student A was able, very quickly, to hold a sequence in his head and think through how to modify it.  He didn’t need to restrict himself to chronology by trimming the opening and then the end - rather it was as if he could reflect on the sequence in its entirety and modify it in his mind with little need for visual confirmation of what he was doing.  He seemed able to memorise content and duration far more readily than I would expect him to be able, for example, to remember a sentence of text.  

To take the sentence/sequence comparison further, it was as if he was able to remember content, rhythm, punctuation, presentation.  This ‘three-dimensional’ comprehension seems to be intrinsically embedded in a moving image text and, especially for boys, evidence of the students’ articulate visual awareness.  There is also a far more ready comparison that students can make between their moving image text and their experience of other such texts and the equivalent comparison between their writing and other written texts.  Even the neatest handwriting bears no resemblance to written forms the student will aspire to emulate: books, comics, magazines or newspapers.  Some confirmation of this can be noted in the tendency for weak writers to favour using computers which mask their letter formation errors and blinker them to other surface errors because the text as a whole looks so much more presentable.  By contrast, the moving image text is understood by its direct comparison with models in the real world; the pleasure derived from producing anything at all is mitigated by the latent disappointment that their own text looks amateur and clumsy.  Far from discouraging them, however, this gap seems to act as stimulant for increased expertise.   

It is this articulateness in moving image language and the aspirational quality it has that I decided to investigate further to see whether it can impact on those areas of skill acquisition which students struggle with: linear language, whether in written or oral form.

Observation 2

The two female students who were the subject of the second observation are both in Year 9 and presented as a friendship pair.  I had no experience of either of them in the classroom but both were articulate, confident and of higher than average academic ability.  They both were taught to use the Avio by a technician and I arranged to meet them after school in order to observe them at work on footage I had  supplied.

From the moment the girls started there were notable differences in their approach.  Unlike the boys, the girls were reticent about taking ownership of the equipment, neither wanting to take precedence over the other: “You do it first” (using the mouse).  The student (Q) who did take control of the mouse, actually stayed as the active participant for the duration of the observation but there was nothing about the body language of the second girl (F) to indicate that this was problematic.  Q remained upright, leaning in towards the screen whilst F, almost in managerial style, reclined comfortably, hands deep in pockets, contributing orally to the task.

The second notable characteristic of their approach was the inclusive language:


“Why don’t we start with the titles?”


“We haven’t looked at all the shots yet.”

Despite their relative unfamiliarity with the Avio, and the strangeness of being observed, both students were end-result led.  It was not a case of questioning how to do something but rather recognising that a final product was desirable and therefore all decisions were made with that in mind.  At these moments they both used the collective pronoun.

When there was the necessity to discuss the mechanics of the machine, the girls quite naturally slipped into a different discourse: 


“I thought it would go there.”


“No, I think you have to insert it there first.”


“Yes, you’re right.  Got it.”

It was at these times that eyes were averted from the screen and the girls made eye contact with each other.  The use of questions seemed more rhetorical in the sense that what they were doing was negotiating a way forward rather than really checking how to do something:


“Do you want to put it there?” not “How do I put it there?”

Even statements were about negotiation:


“If it goes wrong we can always remove it” rather than “Do you want this here then?”

The girls worked at a terrifically high speed, firing questions and suggestions at each other at the rate of about 6 a minute, so much so that whenever a feature needed to be rendered on the machine they faked yawns and moaned about the length of time the machine took.  This attitude towards the Avio soon developed into a tangible ‘us’ and ‘it’ dialectic.  As their competency grew and the technical demands on the machine increased it almost became a third party in the process:


“Why won’t it let us do that?”


“Why does it keep doing that?”

“Look, it’s getting the hang of it now, it’s working quicker.  So far we’ve done   hardly anything but it’ll be faster now.”

In keeping with the competitiveness this discourse engendered, whenever the girls achieved something, seemingly in spite of the machine, they smiled broadly, cheered and gave each other ‘high 5s’ in celebration of their achievement.  The engagement with the task was absolute and the team work, I would argue, was a result of existing good communication rather than a basis for improved oral communication.

Observation 3
The third pair observed were boys, also in Year 9 and also presenting as a friendship pair.  They had a very different approach to the task.  From the beginning of the session, one boy in particular (referred to as A) seemed rather disaffected, restless and only mildly engaged with the task. The second boy, E, who I had taught and was therefore more acquainted with, was rather more co-operative, but as I retreated to a backseat observational role he took his cues from A and also became rather fidgety.  This was an entirely different response from the girls described above and, in truth, different from my expectation: both boys had seemed extremely keen to work with the Avio and had pestered me for information about when they would be able to do so rather than leaving it up to me to chase them which has tended to be the case with the other students.  I will return to this point later.

As with the girls, A and E had been shown how to use the Avio by a technician, so I set them the same task of producing a promotional film from footage already loaded onto the machine.  Interestingly, the method they employed is best described as ‘unthinking chronology’, by which I mean that they seemed to unquestioningly work from left to right on the storyboard and selected images in the order they had been arranged in the storage section.  Transitions were also added as each shot was included , using a shopping list method : 

“Have we had this one?  No, OK then, let’s have this one.”

There was virtually no debate or consideration given to the requirements of the task and the boys were fairly hostile to each other.  A immediately grabbed the mouse and started work, leaving E to watch.  Because there was no debate, E’s interjections only took place when he thought A was doing something wrong:


“Trim it.”


“Where?”


“There.”


“That’s too long.”


“Do it there.  No.  There.  There.  It looks stupid like that.”


“You do it then.”


“No.  Just do it.”


“For God’s sake.  Ok.  There.  Happy?” 

This aggressive and competitive style continued as the process developed and E began to realise that they could insert scenes into the storyboard.


“Go to skate.”


“No.”


“Go to skate.”


“No. No. No.”


“Yes.  We’ll have two scenes the same.”


“No.”


“Yes.  It’ll look better.”


“No.”

Sometimes this friction led to the mouse being thrown down in a gauntlet-style challenge and E would continue until such time as A found a way to re-possess it.  Whoever was not using the mouse would then assume the body language of the bored: laid back in the seat, turning to gaze out of the window even though it only offered a view of a darkened editing room, frequent time checking and attempts to distract the operator with idle chat unrelated to the task.


The boys seemed to remember how to use the machine less efficiently than the girls.  Consequently, there were several occasions when they didn’t know how to continue.  At these times there was little discussion or evidence of trying to think the problem through in a logical way.  Instead, they favoured the technique I employ myself when faced with some technical/mechanical task beyond my ability (i.e. almost anything!): guess, bully, desperately hope someone else will help, throw in the towel.  It seemed that both students equated competence with personal pride and identity; to not know what to do was to be shown up.  Frustration dominated a process characterised by guesswork.


This response was something of a surprise to me.  As mentioned above, the boys had seemed very keen and interested in the project.  Why, then, were they so hostile and incompetent?  I think the answer lies in the nature of the task.  When they realised that the filming had already been done, it was as if the main attraction had been denied them.  They didn’t say this directly but implied it through questions directed at me in the course of the process:


“Can you do your own filming in Year 10?”


“If you want to make a film, can you borrow the camera?”


“Is there only one camera?”

This feeling was confirmed when the boys were having trouble putting sound onto their finished film.  Knowing I wouldn’t be of much help, they turned to the Head of Department who was working quietly in the adjacent room.  He suggested they record a voice-over on the video camera and use that.  The emergence of the camera caused a major disturbance.  Both boys were desperate to hold, investigate and experiment with the camera.  Interestingly, both had a complete aversion to being recorded on it so nothing was actually achieved in terms of finishing the film.  When E managed to acquire the camera A became completely unco-operative and sullen; the aggression between them intensified and the task ground to a halt.  Neither student was the slightest bit interested in finishing the film and with relief they noted that only five minutes were left so it was not worth bothering anyway.  It was the camera which held status and inherent interest, not the editing process – at least, not the editing process with someone else’s images.


When E left, I talked to A to try and discover why the process had been so unsuccessful.  A few searching questions about the potential of the Avio and the nature of the task led to A recognising, for the first time, that there is creative potential even within the restraints of working with found footage.  His hostility evaporated and he seemed to see that he had missed an opportunity.  Instead of seeing a challenge, both boys had been so disappointed by the process and the lack of ownership that the Avio actually became a block to communication.  

Observation of Second Girl Pair.

These girls also come from Year 9.  It is worth, perhaps, considering why this year group seems to be the most motivated and curious about the possibility of working with moving image.  It might be that Year 9 students are feeling more confident in the school, having dispensed with the early years and the feeling of being junior in the school.  It might also be because GCSE choices are looming and they are beginning to think about possible subject choices.  Again, the girls came as a friendship pair.  I have taught one, – referred to as M – a quiet, studious girl who achieved level 4 at SATs.  Her speaking and listening skills are better than her written work and she is an able artist.


Both girls approached the task in a very quiet and tentative way.  Their initial attempts to work the machine seemed based on guesswork with little appreciation for the requirements of the task.  Like the boys, the exercise started with an unformulated ‘piecing together’ strategy.  With little apparent thought or purpose, they started to produce a sequence.  It was once a couple of scenes had been selected and edited together that the really interesting interaction began.


The girls suddenly seemed to become aware of an aesthetic consideration which developed into the motivating force for their decisions.  Initially, this was centred on the duration of each shot:


“That’s too short.” 


“Why?”


“I don’t know.  It just looks a bit funny.”


“How long do you think it should be then?”


“I don’t know.  Add a few seconds.”


“Is that better?”


“Yeah.  That looks more like it.”

This affinity for the rhythms and pacing of moving image allowed considerations of content to be made:


“That’s no good.  Who wants to look at that?”


“That’s better.  It’s got people.  They’re more interesting to look at.”


“Yeah.  Leave out those cars, too.  They’re boring.”

From this appreciation of the aesthetic and functional merits of individual shots, the girls began to make decisions which demonstrated awareness of narrative and juxtaposition.  It suddenly occurred to M that one of the shots had the same subject matter to one in their edited sequence.  It was decided that this second shot should be inserted so that the two shots of the skateboarders followed each other.  Suddenly a narrative flow began which triggered a more conscious shaping of material and selection based on some sense of an overall plan.


“Look there’s flowers in this one too.”


“Well, we could add that in after.”


“I think you might have to trim it a bit ‘cause the end bit doesn’t really fit.”


“There.  That’s really nice.  Is there any more with flowers?”

Like the boys, the girls’ means of deciding on transitions seemed to be governed principally by the shopping list method – one of each.  Now that their aesthetic appreciation was sharpened they began to look for transitions which matched the content of the shots.  For example, the turned page transition was used for a shot which had a dramatic sunbeam effect – the angle of the page turn perfectly complimenting the arc of light.  Another shot which tilted to take in the height of a clock tower was preceded by a transition which similarly started at the bottom of the frame and wiped vertically.


As the girls became more confident and purposeful, they seemed to develop a similar relationship to the Avio as the first girl pair.  It was almost as if the machine became another member of the team: sometimes doing their bidding, sometimes throwing in little surprises.


“What’s that?”


“We didn’t put that there did we?”


“I don’t think so.”


“It looks OK though.  Leave it?”


“Yeah.”

Or:


“Did you want it to do that?”


“No, not really.”


“Do you want to change it?”


“No, it’s OK.”

The final aesthetic consideration was the use of music.  Although they didn’t actually manage to complete this in the time, it was an obvious source of irritation that the sound levels in the sequence were so varied and unattractive.

These girls, like the first girl pair, overcame technical difficulties in pursuit of an aesthetic goal, unlike the boys whose interest in the process was hampered by the nature of the task itself.  This pair clearly thought along the same lines and were totally cooperative with each other: social skills rather than linguistic ones.  Indeed, the requirement for clear, productive talk was minimised due to their empathic way of working.  Whoever had the mouse used a consultation mode of address – Shall we do that?…Do you agree?…Is that OK?…etc.  The girl without a hands-on role assumed the job of offering suggestions or decision-making: Yes…OK…If you like…Try it and see…etc.

The problem of who operated the mouse was also overcome through fairness.  Each girl seemed to have a sense of the time she had been using the mouse and gave the other a go when it seemed that she had been ‘hogging it’ long enough.  As the technical control was compensated for by the linguistic control, it seemed that the mouse-operator still held higher perceived status within the pair, after all neither of them said “I’ve spoken enough.  You can have a go now.”

Interestingly, I don’t think the girls’ oral communication was particularly challenged or enhanced by this process.  What did seem to be going on, though, was an in increased efficiency of communication.  By which I mean, had the task been writing based, or stills images, it is hard to imagine that they could have achieved a comparably sophisticated end-result.  The interactive nature of the process seemed to release them from some of the problems of communication and comprehension which I have certainly seen M exhibit in the classroom.  Even though the talk was not complex, the engagement with, and control over, a dynamic resource led to the language itself becoming dynamic and productive.  

Observation of second boy pair.

These boys are in Year 10.  One, W, is unknown to me but the other, S, is a Media Studies student.  S is very quiet in class and needs to follow the initiative of others – he seems engaged with the subject but is very hesitant about voicing his opinions.  His work is generally grade D.  


Predictably, W took control of the mouse and S assumed an entirely passive role; his sole function seemed to be to confirm for W what he was doing.  Even when W did his best to include his partner, S avoided responsibility:


“Where do you want to start?”


“Don’t mind.”


“This one?  Do you think that’s a good one?”


“Yeah.”


“Which next?”


(Turned to me.)


“Which one S?”


“I can’t really see them properly.”  (Peered closely at screen and when the silence became difficult, pointed.)  “That one?”


Not unnaturally, W began to make unilateral decisions.  The boys were beginning to merely assemble shots in a purposeless way like the first boys and the atmosphere was tense as both seemed to be feeling awkward about the method of working.  Despite all my assurances that I was not judging them and that my observational role meant that they should try and ignore my presence, I felt that S, especially, couldn’t help but feel he was under the spotlight.  I decided to intervene and give them a helpful nudge in a more productive direction.  I asked them how they might assemble a photograph album.  After discussing briefly how this might work, we discussed the idea of themes and purpose for the moving image texts and they started again.  Now, suddenly, W grasped the essence of duration and began a process of evaluation and selection or rejection.  Because S had been so passive, W became reflective rather than communicative and his thought processes were internalised apart from the odd aside which he seemed to feel obliged to make due to the ‘teamwork’ situation:  

“Mmm, no.  That doesn’t go.  Um.  Mmm…”

The storyboard began to take some shape but, by now, there was virtual silence.  However, as W’s sense of purpose increased it seemed to help S feel more comfortable, too.  It seemed to be this more conducive atmosphere which enabled S to become involved.  He offered a suggestion which neither I nor W heard properly.  W immediately said “Don’t be afraid of expressing your opinion,” and the way was paved for a much more collaborative effort.  Although still very quiet and happy to take the backseat (he certainly never showed any desire to operate the mouse), S had clearly been thinking at quite a deep level about the workings of the Avio.  As W’s aesthetic ambitions increased it was S who was able to solve the technical problems of how to make things actually happen.  

Between them they seemed to have negotiated roles with which they were comfortable and creativity became much more dynamic.  A narrative began to emerge in the selection of images and sequences were moved around within the storyboard to maximise this.  It even became clear that the boys had an understanding of a process within the task.  With only a few minutes of the appointed time left I was aware that they had sequenced shots effectively but that no transitions had been inserted, so I asked them when they thought they were due to finish.  They replied that they thought there was still about half an hour to go so I asked them if they needed all that time.

“Oh yes.  There’s still all the things between the scenes to sort out yet.”

“And the music.”

“Yes, the music.  I’ve brought in a CD.”

Neither of these elements had been discussed so far so I can only assume that they had discussed them before or that they had both internalised the process in a similarly methodical way: sequence, transitions, music, as in the layout of the Avio screen.  They continued until the piece was finished and actually produced the most accomplished end product of the four groups.  


It might be tempting to believe that W could have just as effectively worked on his own, or indeed that he was working alone even in the presence of S, but I think this does a disservice to S’s role in the pair.  In some ways it struck me that S and the Avio performed similar functions.  They were both the prompt for W to question his own working methods.  His internal thinking processes, even when there was very little communication going on at times, needed to be made vocal and external as he tried to include S by prompt questions or narrating what he was doing.  Both S and the Avio offered answers to technical problems: S’s point to the correct instruction on the screen was short-cutting W’s arrival at the answer the machine inherently held.  Interestingly, this was confirmed when S left and W wanted to put a few polishing touches to the finished video and record it on to tape to keep.  The ‘conversation’ transferred to the machine as he negotiated his way through the stages of this new task.  Again, I’m not sure that the machine triggered more meaningful talk in either boy but it did appear to create a dynamic that encouraged persistence with a project that might otherwise have ground to a halt.


I began this investigation by asking whether the Avio offered a different way of learning which might have an impact on oral and/or written language.  Unfortunately, time restraint has made investigation into written language impossible.  There are some useful pointers, however, to the effectiveness of editing as a learning process.


My initial expectation was that talk would become more purposeful and productive when students worked together in a dynamic medium.  There was little evidence that this was the case.  What did seem to be happening, though, was that the machine offered the opportunity to experiment and experimentation in pairs requires negotiation.  The aspirational quality of the task seemed to ensure that students wanted to be involved so, whilst some may have been relatively subordinate in the pair, they did sufficient to maintain some sort of ownership of the process.


Another interesting dynamic which the Avio seems to have is the facility for encouraging thinking.  Students in the classroom often find silences and problem solving intimidating; it’s easier for someone to explain to you what to do than find out for yourself.  The students familiarity with, and unconscious understanding of, moving image texts, seemed to encourage an engagement with task that is all too often absent when students use written texts.  Talking may not have been as enhanced as I had anticipated, but productive thinking within a minimal (but effective) mode of discourse, certainly was. 

CHAPTER FIVE

Digital Video Editing Experience and Creative Processes

Alistair Fitchett     Tiverton High School 

Part 1: Setting a Framework - Defining a Creative Process

At the mention of the word ‘creativity’, the vast majority of people, young and old, reflexively think of something which is ‘god-given’; a rare and mysterious ‘talent’ that an individual has been born with. This broad, gut, definition implicitly suggests that not all individuals are capable of ‘being creative’, that it is an exclusive rather than inclusive activity. 

More specific definitions might suggest that ‘Creative’ means to be “characterized by originality and expressiveness, imaginative”, or “generative, ground-breaking, innovative, originate, handmade.”; whilst the NACCE report on Cultural Education of 1999 defines creativity as being “Imaginative activity fashioned so as to produce outcomes that are both original and of value.”

Again, I think all of these definitions are inherently restrictive, being tied to out-moded models of production based on fairly strict delineations between ‘Art’ and ‘Science’. Concepts such as ‘imaginative’, ‘innovative’, ‘handmade’ and ‘ground-breaking’ are restrictive, divisive, harmful and misleading, particularly in the Post-Modern, post-structural society we inhabit today, and in which young people particularly feel at home. Post-modernism by default rejects the very notion of ‘originality’, embracing instead the fact that all acts of (artistic) creation inherently involve re-evaluation and re-cycling of the past, to create something which may be new, but is most certainly not New (and has no problem with this fact). Originality in contemporary culture, as it might be argued it has always been, is almost entirely contextual and subjective.

Likewise, the word ‘Imaginative’ has become a word loaded with unhelpful meaning. The NAACE report rightly suggests that “Imaginative activity … is not the same as fantasising or imaging”, and suggests instead that it is more to do with “making unusual connections, seeing analogies and relationships between ideas or objects that have not previously been related.” This goes some way to helpfully defining ‘Imaginative’ but nevertheless stumbles by insisting on ‘unusual’ or the lightly cloaked reference to ‘originality’. Instead, I would suggest that it is through Observation and not ‘Imagination’ that creativity largely stems, although naturally, not Observation in isolation. 

Attempting to define ‘creativity’ as a single term then is loaded with potential problems, creating exclusions and dead-ends. This occurs, I believe, because, as the NACCE rightly points out, “creativity is a process, not an event.” As such, definitions of the creative process prove much more useful.

Much of the early thinking and research done on the Creative Process had particular application to Science, or Scientific methodology, and it is useful to look at some of these definitions as a starting point.

One of the earliest models of the creative process is attributed to Graham Wallas, who in 1926 proposed that creative thinking proceeds through four phases, namely:

Preparation (definition of issue, observation, and study)

Incubation (laying the issue aside for a time)

Illumination (the moment when a new idea finally emerges)

Verification (checking it out)

Whilst I feel there is some positive content in the idea that creative and analytical thinking are complementary, I nevertheless personally dislike these defined stages, since once more they tend to imply that creative thinking is a mysterious process involving subconscious thoughts beyond the control of the creator; thoughts that cannot be directed or managed.

More useful to me is the Seven-Step Model for Creative Thinking put forward by Alex Osborne in the early 1950s. Osborne, the developer of brainstorming, embraced a theory that strove to balance analysis and imagination thus:

Orientation: pointing up the problem 

Preparation: gathering pertinent data 

Analysis: breaking down the relevant material 

Ideation: piling up alternatives by way of ideas 

Incubation: letting up, to invite illumination 

Synthesis: putting the pieces together 

Evaluation: judging the resulting ideas 

I particularly like the ideas here of ‘piling up alternatives by way of ideas’ (developing alternatives for shots and narrative sequence in film, for example) and ‘putting the pieces together’ (which in film could essentially be the editing process itself).

Definitions of the creative process such as those mentioned above are particularly aimed at scientific and business roles, and there is a tendency for the models to insidiously lead to the contemplation of Things, Products and answers to Scientific or Business ‘problems’ rather than the development of the self. The models tend also to suggest a defined start and end point; that the process is a collection of stages moved through in a strict linear manner, and it is this apparent insistence on linearity which I think is a flaw in applying such models to the creative process in arts in contemporary culture.

The Arts are about a great many things, and many artists since the end of the 19th century have been increasingly interested in exploring the more abstract and esoteric edges of their chosen media. There remains, however, a sense that at core, the Arts are essentially about personal development, and I think this idea is particularly useful as a starting point for young people searching for their place in the world. Taking this core of the Arts as a launch pad, we can see the creative process not as a means to creating some object, but as a means of discovering something about ourselves as individuals and about how we strive, as artists, to make sense of ourselves in the world: to contextualize ourselves, if you will. And since that world does not stand still, we are forced to continually re-contextualize ourselves, thereby ensuring that the creative process is not linear, but rather circular, or elliptical. The creative process eternally loops around on itself forever, from birth until death. Whether we like it or not.

The movement of the Creative Process from linear to circular or elliptical seems to be implicitly post-modern, and embraces those notions of time as being non-linear which are so well affected through film. Fine Art film-maker Doug Aitken talks about how we “stretch and condense time until it suits our need”, and just as we are familiar and comfortable with the visual re-interpretations of time in film, so we now need to explicitly modify our ideas of the creative process, allowing increased flexibility, a more elastic, or plastic notion of the importance of each stage we might pass through (and acknowledging that sometimes we will by-pass some of the stages altogether). 

In his 1983 book Personal Being, Rom Harre helpfully suggests a circular sequence of operations that mirror the creative process:

NOTE TO DESIGNER:  The following model needs to be set up as a circle, with Conventionalisation at 12 o’clock. Appropriation at 3 o’clock. Transformatio0n at 6, publication at 9….and arrows going round the circle from one to the other in a clockwise direction.

Conventionalisation – appropriation – transformation – publication – conventionalisation

Harre’s model is not only nicely circular, but it also insists upon the continuation of the process, as the individual strives to learn more about themselves and their place in the world. Indeed, it might best be described as a kind of spiral, for as we develop ourselves through the stages on the loop, we also ‘grow’ outwards, like rings on a tree; each loop we make adding more to our substance and knowledge. Naturally too, the growth is not constant, as we meander our way through ideas, revisiting previous thoughts and observations, modifying or re-interpreting them in light of newer experiences.

To put this momentarily into the context of the contemporary classroom, it strikes me that as teachers we too often fail to recognise the importance of these meanders, of these continual self-referencing aspects of our development as individuals. It strikes me that in the classroom situation we often lose sight of the processes and at best, take the creative processes occurring  in our students’ learning for granted. At worst, our clichéd and outmoded definitions of ‘creativity’ mean that we fail to identify the important value of the processes in our lessons and continue to plod wearily along the path of essentially memorizing ‘facts’ that are useless and meaningless for developing a thriving, forward-looking contemporary culture and society.

We cannot realistically expect anyone to fully appreciate the scale of their achievements (which may be stigmatized as being ‘unsatisfactory’ according to many assessment criteria) if the individuals are not at least made aware of the things they are actually doing. In other words, learners (and teachers) must be made aware of the processes that are at work in activities, and to make those processes as visible as possible. They ought not to be left as transparent entities, existing in some kind of hazy mythic sub-conscious, but must be made obviously apparent, each ‘stage’ explicitly referenced as it is entered into. Indeed, much more can be learned through the very process itself rather than from any abstract, arbitrary end-point of production.

Finally, I have attempted to draw from various source and define my own model for the creatice process, with particular application to Visual Arts, and perhaps film-editing in particular. This process is outline below: 

Observation (this might alternatively be called Preparation / Appropriation – the gathering pertinent data) (In film-editing terms this would mean to look at the material – film stock - available)

Intent (alternatively Idea / Purpose - Analysis: breaking down the relevant material) (what do you want [the film] to ‘say’)

Ideation: piling up alternatives by way of ideas (storyboards, alternative sequences of shot etc)

Synthesis / Transformation: putting the pieces together (editing on a finalized edit decision list)

Publication – (show [the film])

Evaluation: judging the resulting ideas; this in itself is Observation, which loops us back to the beginning.

Overlaying this process is the idea of ‘Incubation’.  This notion of letting up, to invite illumination rolls over all the process, permeates the structure at all points. The amount of ‘incubation’ will of course be determined largely on how much personal control the individual might have over the time-scale of any particular project.

Naturally too it is important to note that this process, as with any successful Creative Process, is fractal. In other words, within one specific stage there will be elements of others (notably Observation and Evaluation)

I hope in the next stage of my research to apply this process in a real environment and use it to assess whether or not the editing process in itself can help to illuminate the very processes at work in learning, and in developing as creative individuals.

 Part 2:  Digital Video Editing Experience and Creative Processes

My research was designed to explore  connections between the framework outlined above and the activities I observed students undertake involving digital video editing on the Avio Casablanca machine during June and July 2002. 

This practical editing activity was undertaken by groups of Year 9 students during their weekly Art lessons. Two teaching classes were involved in the project; one group having two separate 45 minute lessons per week, and the other having a double lesson, allowing them about an hour and a half’s unbroken working time per week. The video editing activity was planned as part of larger project titled ‘Unreliable Evidence’ which was aimed at exploring local history through a variety of media, including moving image. 

In their Art lessons, students worked within groups of three or four, researching a range of characters from a variety of periods in history. Some of these characters were generic, such as ‘train driver’, whilst others were specific individuals, such as J.D. Salinger. In their groups, students made broad edit-decision lists and storyboards for thirty second films. These were informed in part by a lesson spent analysing a thirty second segment of ‘Wisconsin Death Trip’, a film which was itself partly an inspiration for the entire project.

Before undertaking the editing, students were asked about their perceptions of creativity. In small group discussion it became clear that students had little clear concept of what creativity actually was, or what it might mean to ‘be creative’. When asked how creative they felt themselves to be, they typically thought themselves to be ‘a bit’ creative, and although not asked to use a marking system, would award themselves a score of ‘six’ on a one to ten scale. Whilst this suggests that they were probably unwilling to make anything more than a safe response amongst their peers, it also shows that they were unsure of what it was they were actually measuring. When asked if they felt there was any creativity in school, they invariably replied that school was not a place for creativity, and that it could not be taught. The exceptions tended to be in activities such as soccer and sometimes the Arts subjects. The fact that students thought of soccer being an area in which they could show creativity is interesting, and perhaps reflects the fact that the word has entered the vernacular of the commentary of sport without there being a clear definition of what it actually means in that context. This in itself is a further blurring of the meaning of the word, which is surely not helpful in allowing students to develop a clear sense of their own creativity and their creative potential.

Whilst observing the students at work on their editing tasks, I looked for what I saw as evidence of the students either following, or indeed not following, the stages mapped out above. In that theoretical framework I suggested that ‘Observation’ and ‘Intent / Purpose’ were the first two stages in the creative process. However, because of the way in which the project had been introduced, and because students were unable to view any stock footage before working together to develop initial ideas, it could be argued that the ‘ideation’ stage was in fact the first stage of their creative process in this particular situation. I would contend, however, that ‘observation’ and intent had in fact taken place before the project even began, with students experience of moving images in their everyday lives, and in particular the analysis of the thirty second segment of ‘Wisconsin Death Trip’ during lesson time. This ‘observation’ experience led to the students making informed decisions when they drew up their broad edit-decision lists. ‘Intent’ meanwhile, was largely defined by the client (in this case me as the teacher, and the broader project aims), and this is an area of particular interest which I will come back to later.

Since most of the footage available to the students for making their films was from archive material, students were encouraged to think in very broad terms about the kinds of shots they wanted to use when drawing up their edit decision lists. For example, they would specify simply ‘picture of a middle aged man’ rather than being more particular. In hindsight, it would have been more productive to have had a whole class viewing session of all archive shots prior to this planning stage. 

When given the Avio machine to edit on, the students were required to return to a stage of observation, as they viewed the archive extracts and made decisions about which pieces of film would be useful to them. Browsing through the shots was a fairly protracted and cumbersome procedure and students often forgot which shots contained the footage they wanted. This was helped partly by the naming of shots and the simple use of a pen and paper to make notes; however students had to be reminded about the usefulness of this analogue technology! Perhaps this shows that the use of new/digital technology can lead to a certain degree of blinkered thought in some individuals, or that the capability for on-screen note-taking needs to be improved. For example if editing on a desktop computer it would be possible to add more detailed notes to the stored shots within the editing program itself. This notation of work was perhaps less important in this particular project, where the films were very short, but it could be more problematic when making longer films. Also related to organisation, the groups found it quite difficult to order their own individual films within the context of the whole project. Because the Avio was being shared between departments, only one ‘project’ space was available on the machine for all of the short films (fourteen in all). It would have been immeasurably easier if each film could have had its own project settings. 

It was evident in observing the students working that whilst looking through the archive shots they were also involved in the process of ‘ideation’ and ‘synthesis’. There was a modicum of discussion amongst the groups about how best to trim and sequence shots, but this was fairly minimal, and it did not seem to be a natural group activity. It was largely the individual in control of the mouse who had the interaction with the screen. When not in control of the mouse, the attention of most other members of the group was frequently diverted by other things in the room. Arriving at a group aesthetic also seemed to be something that did not really happen; on the whole it appeared that one person would drive the ‘vision’ forward, and others would largely just benignly agree to go along with it. In this respect it might be said that the group was acting as staff under a director figure, although in fact it seemed more as though the leading individual was effectively acting as director/editor all in one. This is unsurprising, since the possibilities offered by digital editing systems such as the Avio are aimed largely at a home market, where the user will most likely be involved in the whole film-making process from filming to editing.

As already noted, when faced with the technology, students almost immediately began to synthesise and transform ideas into reality, with these stages being blurred with ideation and purpose. Most groups assembled the form of their film very quickly from the stored shots and whilst doing so made a note of what extra pieces of film they would like to use in addition to the archive footage. They then filmed these short extra sections in class, downloaded them to the Avio and added them to their timelines. This was done without problem.

Since the soundtracks for the films were being produced at a later date by year 10 students, the editors did need not to concern themselves with adding sound using the Avio machine. (Synchronising the soundtracks to the films was done at a later date by myself using Adobe Premiere on a PC, since the Avio system did not give enough scope for making small alterations to synchronisation of sound and video). 

The ‘publication’ stage of the process was one that was particularly interesting. Since the project was not going to be made public until the end of the summer term, the students did not have immediate publication as a conclusion to their editing work. However, because of the nature of the work, they were almost continually in the position of fragmentary publication in front of their peers. This was particularly the case for the groups who made their films last. Because of having to sequence all fourteen films along one timeline in one project, the later groups had the ability to view the previous groups’ films. All groups took advantage of this, although no clear benefit was observed in the quality of the later films. Nor was there any noticeable difference in the way the students in the later groups approached and executed the editing activity.

Finally, in terms of evaluation, there was similarly no immediate evaluation carried out of the work upon completion. However, there was evidence that there was a constant level of evaluation going on during all other stages of the process: indeed, observation and evaluation were inherent in the ideation and synthesis that students were involved in.

Formal evaluation did take place for several of the students in the form of small group discussion. The students who were most positive about the activity during this discussion were those who had been most vociferous and in positions of control when working within groups; they were the ones who had largely driven the process forward within their groups, and who would have probably arrived at the same results had they been working alone.

This raises the question about whether editing is an activity best done individually, and reflects the question as to whether this is also the case for the creative process. Can a group activity be a creative activity in itself, or is the creativity a by-product of the combined outputs of individual’s creative processes? The evidence of the editing activity seems to suggest the latter being the case.

Most of those who enjoyed the activity also tended to be boys who expressed little interest in other activities within the Art curriculum. They seemed to respond well to the technology and preferred using the machine over other more traditional media. Those who did not enjoy it tended to be those who were already getting good results in those more traditional materials within their Art lessons. This may be because the skills involved in the digital editing process are less visible, or more subtle than those involved in, say, drawing with a pencil on paper, and perhaps as artists they miss this obvious display of their skills. 

In terms of creativity, few students considered what they had done to be a creative act. They felt that they had simply used someone else’s work (archive footage) and whilst they had undoubtedly made something ‘new’ from it, they nevertheless did not feel as if it was truly their own. This suggests an inherent connection between notions of ownership and creativity which could be explored further. 

Indeed, this notion of ownership brings me back to the ‘Intent’ stage of my theoretical framework. It seems that students felt they had little ownership of the project because they had no input into deciding what the purpose of the films should be. This raises issues about connecting artefacts produced in school with artefacts produced in the ‘real’ world of work: the notion of ‘intent’ or ‘purpose’ in the world of work is most often delivered from a client position, and it is the task of the artist to take that purpose and deliver something new and interesting from it. This is something which needs to be addressed by teachers when planning schemes of work involving digital video editing, and indeed other media. It suggests also that perhaps the editing process is only truly a creative process when the role of editor is merged with that of director.

Through the use of digital video editing, students would appear to be involving themselves with a distinct creative process without being particularly aware of what it is they are in fact doing in terms of creativity. Whilst they are learning the technical process of editing, they also appear to be intuitively undertaking a creative process. Whilst this is a positive factor in itself, it is perhaps not enough.

From working on this project, it would appear that if we are to fully develop students awareness of their own creativity, we need to not only provide them with a range of media in which to explore their ideas, but also provide them with clear definitions and frameworks within which they can make sense of what it is they are doing. Students are often working through the creative process at a fairly advanced level, and yet appear unaware of their success. We must surely raise their awareness of their own achievements if we are to hope that they may be actively involved in creative activities in the future.

About The ‘Unreliable Evidence’ Project

Unreliable Evidence began life in 2001 as a project aimed at exploring the use of the moving image to explore local history with students in Tiverton High School (rural 11-16 years school situated in Devon). Originally envisaged as a cross-curricular project, it ended up being mostly delivered through Art and Music, across years 7, 9 and 10.

The Films and soundtracks:

Year 9 students worked in small groups during their Art lessons to produce short films about a range of local history characters. Some of these characters, such as the train driver, were generic, whilst others, like JD Salinger, were actual historical figures with a connection to the Tiverton area. Students did some research into the characters and the era in history in which they would have lived, and used this research in structuring the ideas for their films. Since most of the footage to be used in their work was to be from archive film and photographs, some artistic licence was needed in adapting ideas. Most groups decided that they needed a small amount of original footage, and this was mostly filmed in the school during lesson time. The archive footage was provided through the South West Film Archive, and from video material and still photographs provided by the Tiverton Museum.

Editing of the footage was done in small groups using the Avio Casablanca editing system, mostly by the students themselves working from their storyboards and edit-decision lists.

Soundtracks for the films were produced during a one day workshop led by Philip Robinson. He worked with a group of six Year 10 students and created music using a wide range of instruments and techniques.

The final soundtracks were added to the finished films on a PC, where each individual film was encoded for Web and CDRom delivery. 

The Comic Strips:

The same Year 9 students who made the films also created comic strips about their characters. Sometimes the comic strips followed the students' ideas for their films, but more often they were more imaginative and slightly surreal, and came out as perhaps extreme examples of Historical Fiction!

Navigation Map Squares:

Year 7 students made maps of the Tiverton area using a range of symbols that they designed themselves. The symbols and maps were based loosely around the work of Australian Aborigines. Small sections from students' maps were scanned, and a selection appears on the main navigation page of the website.

www.unreliable-evidence.co.uk
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CHAPTER SIX

Developing cineliteracy knowledge and skills through the experience of non-linear editing 

Bob Hooper:  Tavistock College




Introduction : Cineliteracy

Our lives are shaped by the moving image.  It is with us on a daily basis, and is perhaps the single most important form of communication in allowing us to know about the world, about people, events and to take part in and share cultures. That the moving image is mediated, that is shaped by technology, by institutions, by individuals and by the processes involved in filming and editing is a factor that we are aware of but we tend to subcept. 

A key part of understanding the moving image is related to the awareness we have of editing.  When we watch the edited, moving image, the process of perception is sophisticated and we are barely aware of the cognitive processes that we engage in. Two examples will suffice. A simple piece of editing such as match cutting on action is more closely related to our understanding of narrative in the spoken and written word than our actual, perceived experience. Match cutting was amongst the earliest inventions of the editing process, after continuity, but it still takes a leap of imagination and suspension of disbelief when we really think about ‘Rescued by Rover’ rather than just watch it. Matchcutting in this sense is an equivalent of the concept ‘then’, implying a continuous flow of movement and action that takes place over three-dimensional space. What we as the audience may know but leave as a subception is the process that has taken place in joining shots together that were filmed separately, from different positions and over a period of time. 

More sophisticated editing, such as cross cut editing, is actually something that audiences have understood since ‘The Great Train Robbery’ of 1903, just eight years after the first public cinema show.  In the fourteen scenes of the Great Train Robbery, several take place synchronologically over different locations. The telegraph office and the dance sequence and then the posse and the outlaws both demonstrate the power in the filmmakers editing vocabulary that such leaps of space and suspension of time can engender.

What really is amazing, for me, is that when I first started teaching the equipment that we edited on was essentially the same as Edwin Porter would have used. We did have electricity, but only to illuminate and move the film. Every other aspect of editing was manual. Cutting was really, actually cutting. Match cutting really was holding up bits of film together to the light source and matching them. No wonder not many teachers in secondary education did it. Not surprisingly, we did tend to do more storyboarding and ‘photo stories’ than actual filmmaking.

Analogue video editing equipment was a giant leap forward for my students and me. At last we could use a sophisticated means of ordering and assembling our work. And nothing cost very much any more. Apart from the initial investment in a video camera and simple editing equipment, the costs were virtually negligible. I even insisted on students bringing their own videotapes to use. Some student’s even crash edited their work at home using two videos linked together and using the pause and record button with some dexterity.  I still have a wonderful example, ‘The Great Banana Skin’, that I show students who whinge because the Casablanca is fully booked and they are ‘reduced’ to using our analogue editing equipment. 

It has to be said, the Casablanca Avio editing system has made the most fundamental difference to my teaching and to the process of filmmaking for students since the invention of video. Non-linear editing, in the shape of the Casablanca system, has been a giant stride in the resources of the department. This research paper is in effect an attempt to find out just what that giant stride consists of, and to formalise my experience as a teacher the benefits that seem to accrue from the system.

Research aims

The Casablanca Avio system appears to enable a radically different approach to editing of video material.  Non-linear systems have been developing rapidly in the last few years. As a new system it is not yet possible to fully identify the knowledge skills and understanding that students are utilising, constructing, developing or discovering when engaged in the editing process.  This first project is designed to uncover the knowledge, understanding and skills that the students, alongside their tutor, perceive are involved when they do the editing.

As the emphasis is on finding out through interaction the potential of the editing process in the learning context through using Casablanca high achieving, technologically and creatively very able students will assist in this process. The students will be observed using the system to edit their own material and they will 

a) Observe each other if possible, 

b) Be observed by the tutor/researcher 

c)  Be interviewed by the tutor/researcher 

d) Keep a reflective journal to write down what they think they are learning immediately after they have been on the system. 

As this open-ended investigation allows what emerges to emerge then the students felt, as they should, that all their experiences count and so there is no pre-ordained interview or observation schedule. 

Research project details

(a) The Students

My focus in this paper is on a fairly diverse group of students, many of them very high achievers chosen from the sixty students we have in the Lower Sixth studying Media at ‘AS’ Level, that is, 17 years old, and another younger group from Year 10, that is, 15 years old.  Some of them were working solo, some in groups of twos, threes and fours. In all I observed, interviewed and read reports from twenty students, roughly a quarter of the students that I teach in Year 10 and 12.

I was especially interested in those that were using video and editing for the first time – they had no prior experience in the department of using our dearly beloved analogue system or any other. These students were also new to media studies, and therefore had never done this kind of production work before.

(b) Methods

Our focus here is the Casablanca editing system and its impact on the knowledge, understanding and skills it develops in the upper secondary sector student. Once students had planned their work, scripted and storyboarded it, they moved to filming. As far as possible I encourage them to shoot in the running order. This practice has developed from analogue editing, where if the footage is in the right order creating the EDL (edit decision list) is much more straightforward.  

Filming took place in June, with most of the editing done in July. The Year 10 students were engaged in a documentary production, for which a great deal of preliminary teaching had been done in class. The Year 12 students had a freer choice, being at the end of AS Media and just starting out on their A2 course, where briefs for production work are self-initiated.

In order that I could observe the editing process with most of the team editors, I sat with them in the editing room both during and after college hours. This was one method of observation but it was also a core part of the interviewing, forming as it did over ten hours of time with the students as they actually edited, reviewed the results and made adjustments. As a secondary method of recording students ideas and experience, further interviews took place outside the edit room where I sat and asked a range of questions to enable students to reveal their understanding.

Nominated editors existed but most team members seemed to work cooperatively, and contributed to the process by being in the edit room at the same time and making suggestions. This was a wonderful opportunity to listen as their knowledge, understanding and skills developed. 

Finally, all students produced written evaluations of the project and I encouraged them to focus on the editing process as well as the other aspects of the project.

(c) Outcomes

Students were given minimal instruction in how to use the Casablanca.  The teaching was done individually and in groups of two. Very often, students taught one another. Many of the students at Tavistock College are really helpful and cooperative, and one observation made early on was the way the excitement of using the Casablanca seemed to encourage students to want to demonstrate their skills to other students. Our edit room will comfortably sit four students at a time. Once the students had begun to grasp the essential elements and skills, they were allowed to work by their own lights. 

They soon began to grasp that there was nothing they could do that could not be undone – given they stuck to their own project setting on the Casablanca and they did not lose their original tape. 

Whilst I was content to let them get on and make decisions (and mistakes) I did prod them from time to time to try to elicit their thoughts when they were working about how they were approaching certain parts of the editing process. 

Te students, without exception, quickly gained momentum, confidence and skill.  The concepts and knowledge that we had established in lessons had already been utilised in the filming phase, but in the editing room with the Casablanca they came alive. 

The key observation made in the first two hours in each teams editing sessions was the speed with which they went beyond the basic instruction given. They were soon sufficiently confident and adept to experiment with different ideas. Very rapidly they began to go beyond the mechanical process of joining their chosen shots together and began to cut in different ways, experiment with lengths and types of transitions, and to match sound and image in a way I had not been able to exploit before with analogue editing.

By the third or fourth hour session in the editing room, the language they were employing in their discussions was highly sophisticated and well informed. The distinct qualities of non-linear editing quickly became apparent. In order to achieve the results they wanted, and to get it as exactly right as possible, they were in a marvellous position of being able to try out different ways of creating meaning in the editing process through experiment. The investment in time in trying out a different shot in an edit, of cutting it in a different length or in a different order was so short, so lacking in effort, that they could develop a wonderful fluency very rapidly. 

All this observation is rather anecdotal, so I tried to focus the inquiry more sharply on key questions and issues. I used observation, face to face interviews, and written evaluations to form my results. The key questions that shaped the inquiry for year 10 students were:


How easy is it to use the Casablanca editor?


How are editing decisions made?


What skills does digital editing develop?


Is editing a creative process?


Can editing be a group activity?


How does digital editing change the text?

With Year 12, I attempted to go further and ask the questions above and then tease out more demanding observations: those of decisions in editing about timing, pace, and rhythm,

Year 10 - five teams of students.

In reporting on the findings from Year 10, I have tried to give each student a voice by keeping their comments together in the same paragraph. No students seemed to broach any new, unexpected ground and by assembling the comments in this way, one can sense the thinking and experience each gained from the editing process. 

1. In discussion and debate, one pair of Year 10 girls in the sample struggled hard initially to frame their language with appropriate terminology. Later, with the key questions employed to interview them, they were confident enough to use elaborated codes of language and complex sentence structure to give their ideas form.  I observed them talking to one another in this way as well as to me.  Debates quickly took on an informed and articulate nature, and I gauged this to be a direct result of their experience with the Casablanca system. As they could quickly experiment when editing with alternative ways of organising their text, the time taken to see what it looks like and be in a position to make an informed judgement was minimal. With analogue editing, such rapidity of experimentation is impossible. The tendency is to follow the initial EDL with little experimentation.

One of the pair said " editing encourages you to be creative and it helps you to be more co-ordinated because you have to think more about what pieces of filming go together and where to put them"

Both were supportive of group editing. Each had worked closely with their partner, and one thought editing "was best done in a group, because you can have different opinions on what should and shouldn't be edited". Asked further, what she meant, she explained how helpful she found sharing opinion in the editing process, especially in shaping the text in "the best" way. The other partner wrote similarly "to get a good result in editing you need more than one persons opinion on things. But not too many people, 2 or 3 are good numbers"

2. Male participants in a group of four were similarly motivated to communicate their intentions and decisions, but even the most able were quickly given to developing a restricted pattern of speech that reflected a rather charming confidence and assurance. They were calling fade to black  ‘that black thingy’, they were very quickly developing a form of language that they were comfortable with that did not betray to me a sense of being too ‘swottish’, as many fifteen year old young men are loath to do. There did seem to be a different feel to this group of boys than from any of the females. Much more clubbish, quick to develop informal language and restricted codes. They spent hours watching the same edited footage over and over again, getting some sort of modest satisfaction in what they had initially achieved but reluctant to push it further and developing its modest content. There was also an apparent reluctance to offer any thoughts that might vaguely be thought to be worth repeating here.

3. One solitary male in Year 10 who by no stretch of the imagination could be called swottish was a most interesting case. As a student with a reputation for disruptive behaviour and lack of concentration, his work with the Casablanca was amazing. Not only did he complete a well finished - if limited - piece, but also he did it twice, the second time because his first edit was wiped by accident from the machine. I really expected him to give up when he found his work missing from the hard drive. He was so motivated by the equipment, however, he reloaded his images and spent three hours without a break reediting his work. I was absolutely astounded at this motivation and with the skill by which he reassembled his work. This was a good example that was the norm - the overwhelming feeling from all students engaged in the editing process was of fun and courage, and this particular student bears this out with bells on. 

4. A female interviewee, working in a group of three, was most articulate about the creative nature of editing. She believed that "editing helps the student develop artistic skills, as they are forced to use their minds when editing down their work". She continued " I think that editing is a creative process because it enables the editor to expand their ideas.......editing also cannot be creative if the student doesn't try".

What she means by 'try' was evident in how the group of three experimented with ways of organising their text just for the sheer pleasure of seeing what the result would be. Technical problems were soon overcome, and the clear pleasure they were experiencing from the editing process developed a true synthesis between the Casablanca and their ideas.

Regarding group work, another comment from this student was very interesting. Whilst allowing that group work could be quote productive, she then went on to say:  "I think it depends on who your group is when editing. If you can work in the group without being distracted then that's good. Otherwise you should work on your own"

In other words, OK if the group keep quiet and let you get on with it! This student is quietly confident but shy.  

Another female student, from a different group, altogether more assertive and dominant in class, was more positive about the benefits of group work: "its best in a group as then the whole group becomes more creative and you have a wider range of ideas. It also makes it more fun and interesting." This student perceptively wrote that editing changes the text "because you see your text quite differently in the editor and you do change it quite a few times." She went on " editing isn't that creative, it's the filming that is, but it does increase the films creativity"

Year 12 - three students.

The three students I decided to focus on were chosen for their ability and competence with the system, after using it a second time after my preliminary investigation earlier in the year. By now, they had gone beyond the stage of developing competences and were honing skills in more subtle and sophisticated domains. 

Here, I was interested in the finer points of editing as well as those that I concentrated on with the Year 10 students. 

Skills 

The consensus on the development of skills was that digital editing gives a very good feel for how texts are constructed. 

"Editing can transform a piece of footage - it can change the tone, the emphasis and also the meaning. It also helps you plan more efficiently for your next shot"

"It takes patience and focus, I think it also brings out the perfectionist side of people. I think it just enhances your skills in filmmaking because you can see how things knit together and the potential for different shots"

Timing

On timing, the common experience can be represented by the following from a very capable female student:

" This depends on what happens in the shot, it tends to look good if you have a movement that finishes inside one shot (e.g.: the character turns their head and you cut), if you cut when they are still moving it can be jarring. Unless you are cross cutting and keep cutting back to that shot until the movement is finished"

On a different level, one respondent said, " Timing is highly dependent on the dialogue and any music"

Creativity

The three students had completed very different sorts of text - documentary, film noir and advertising. In different ways, they had all been creative and inspired by the Casablanca to experiment. Despite my insistence in storyboarding, a very varied range of outcomes emerged very differently from the plans:

"Unless the storyboard is highly planned, editing is highly creative"

"When I made my film I ended up with many shots that were shot on impulse and when finished it looked very different from my original plans - it even had added dialogue"

"Editing is where the different strands of filming come together with music and titles and any effects"

"You need a good sense of rhythm and a creative sense to see what shots should go where, when I had to cut and see how it would work with the music"

One final quote from a highly talented Year 12 female student whose life has been dramatically affected by the experience of digital editing and now intends to change her previous career intentions to working in the media:
"I enjoy editing just as much as filming - if not more, because my work is spread out in front of me and I can piece it together and shape it. I got many completely new ideas when editing that I wouldn't have if someone was editing for me. I like being able to trim each shot until I feel it is perfect and then experimenting with different transitions and relationships to other shots"
Conclusions 

The excellence of the Casablanca system shines through the last ten months of work with the students. The main conclusions that I draw relate to student’s confidence, to the ability to experiment and to apply theory and desire much more readily to the final production.

· Digital editing processes allow experimentation

· Digital editing further develops knowledge about narrative structures.

· Confidence and success go hand in hand. The Casablanca promotes success through being easy to use, flexible and allowing extensive reedits and speed. Students, in the majority of cases, enjoy using it and are gratified by their success.

· Able students transfer interpretive skills from their experience of media texts to their own work more readily with the Casablanca system. The experience of digital editing feeds back and develops skills and knowledge about camera work and planning.

· The Casablanca promotes ambitious work.

APPENDIX:  THE AVIO CASABLANCA

All the research in this project was conducted using the AVIO CASABLANCA  editing system.  It is a distinctive piece of technology in that it is only an editing system, bot a software package loaded onto a computer.  

The following accounts indicate the views of some of the researchers as to its impact as a learning tool.  The first contribution is from Okehampton College, who although they did not eventually take part in the research, were active members of the Devon Cineliteracy Partnership and have purchased additional Avio’s for use in their large Media Studies department.

Dominic Carnell :  Okehampton Community College 
Overview

There is no doubt that for the price of under a thousand pounds, this new technology offers an awful lot. It is simple to install, very compatible with school facilities and equipment, easy to operate and easy to demonstrate to students. It can cover most effects required in school video making and to some extent replaces the old linear systems. However, the linear edit suites still have some advantages particularly with sound based projects such as pop videos.
Student results
So far three groups of students have produced excellent results. Two of these groups have produced their GCSE Media projects on the computer and one especially seems very professional in its finish. We are about to embark on AS Media projects with four groups all with high creative intentions. As yet we have not introduced it to key stage three but we will next term.
All the students who have mastered the technology are very impressed with the process and results. 
The only major problem we encountered was when a student deleted a project to provide space for his own before the original piece was completed. He did this without consulting staff and as a result drew attention to some strict rules that need to be in place before students are allowed to use the computer. Future computers might consider a password for each project to prevent students tampering with other projects.
Cross departmental involvement
Two other departments have used the Casablanca Avio to produce videos for their students. Both have been school trip diaries. Both members of staff enjoyed the process and were pleased with the results. I have produced a school promo for the Head to use in primary school visits.
“Echoes of the past”: An ambitious exercise
When I received an invitation to enter a film making competition by the National Trust sponsored by The Picture House, I decided to put the Casablanca Avio to the test. My aim was to create a short film that looked as professional as possible. I was also using this opportunity to teach myself the ins and outs of its capacity to give me the confidence to pass on this knowledge to students. I selected the above title from the list, I knocked together a script, hand picked my staff cast and organized locations, dates, props and equipment.

Some measure of success
The shoots with the mini digital camera went very well. I spent two weeks editing and I enjoyed the process of trimming scenes, compiling the storyboard, adding the cross-fades and then feeding in the music and sound effects. Generally the instruction manual seemed accurate but I did find some problems –presumably with the translation and I came across some interesting idiosyncrasies with the computer; for example colour cross-fades when entered as black always returned after the computer was switched off in yellow, until I went to the transitions section and replayed the black cross-fade!
Fading music up and down around camera sound did not function in the way that the manual suggested but I found a way that it did by entering a silent section in the commentary band.
With a 99% completed film I copied it down onto VHS to show to the cast. This turned out to be a wise move.

Crash
Following some objective viewing I decided to make two small sound alterations. It was during one of these that the computer made strange squeak and decided to shut itself down. When this happens it is meant to fall back on the previous file when the computer was last switched off. It did this but in the process it scrambled the sound tracks in the storyboard. Bits of sound played at the wrong point of the film, error squeaks appeared all over the place and even more worrying – the storyboard would not play through certain moments as though invisible fault lines had appeared. I tried various things after consulting The London Camera Exchange, including withdrawing the whole storyboard back to the first crash point and then rebuilding it from there. This is time consuming and frustrating, and just when I thought all was repaired the same problems began to reappear. My suspicion is that a hard-drive problem has developed and this particular model needs to be replaced but before I do that I will delete the whole project and offer the space to another project to see if the deletion remedies it. Either way it has rendered my master unusable (I was hoping to make a DVD copy) and raises big questions about its reliability. I still have the tapes and one day I hope to re-edit it.
Conclusion

As with any computer technology it is excellent when it performs correctly. I have purchased a second model this year and that one continues to behave and offer tremendous opportunities to students. When computer technology mal-functions it is extremely frustrating and difficult to remedy. Time will tell.
. 
Using the AVIO Casablanca Digital Editing Machine

Carrie McMillan Tiverton High School

Both students were pleased with the ease with which they learned to use the AVIO editing machine. Richard admitted to more difficulties than Megan did, but he was pleased to be able to teach some of his friends how to use the machine, which he did while Megan was absent on a school trip. Megan emphasised the need to experiment with the various tools and said they became more confident when they stopped worrying about “losing” their work as they did in ICT lessons, though she complained that the thumbnail images of each scene were too small to work from. 

Throughout the project Megan had seemed to be getting less enjoyment out of the task than Richard. When asked how they’d felt when first set the task, Megan responded that she had thought it sounded like “fun” and was “really looking forward to it” but quickly added that it “wasn’t as fun as I first thought”. When pressed she admitted part of the reason for her lack of enthusiasm was the research set-up. When asked if she’d been sent to work with Millie, who was often her partner in class, she admitted it would have been ‘more fun’. Richard appeared more focussed on the task than his partner, saying he didn’t find working with Megan a problem so much as working with black and white film. Megan also said that a main reason she’d lost enthusiasm was that she “had to think” so much whilst editing. She said “You have to think what you’re going to do, when you see them all (the shots)” She is an able student with no concentration problems in class but found the level of concentration during editing off-putting. Richard agreed with this, though it was Megan who initially brought it up. To Megan, an able and meticulous worker, the editing process was something of a lonely and unrewarding activity. To Richard however, a writer with flair but technical flaws, using the machine for this task flagged up other possibilities in his mind and it’s conceivable that he will want to be involved in other, more creative, projects in future.

Why the Avio?

Gill Clayton – Great Torrington School

In this case the first hurdle for pupils is the technology. Groups needed to acquire the technical skills necessary to use the Avio machine. Because a small group of Year 11 boys had already become experts in using the machine they passed on their skills to the first group ready to edit, and then that group taught the next one and so on. This part of the process was very easy and smooth due to the simplicity of the machine. Students needed very little input before they were finding their way about the program by themselves – it does seem a very simple machine to operate. 

However, this simplicity threw up an interesting dichotomy – all the girls liked it, ‘able’ ICT boys did not!  There was a definite gender divide in groups containing able ICT boys.  To them, the Avio was ‘not the right sort’ of computer, it did not seem ‘professional enough’.  The interface was ‘garish’, an ‘eyesore’. The girls however liked it, they liked the mouse ‘it’s touchy feely’ and liked the simplicity of it, it was ‘easy to use’.  Girls liked the framework, it gave them something to hang onto.

Within the classroom the Avio is a neat little box that looks interesting, it works consistently and is easy to use for all.  Students like the fact that you can get back what you trim out, and that trimming and splitting is so easy. The sequencing framework is clear and makes it very easy to keep track of what you are doing. Finally, students end up with a finished product that looks professional, it looks like a real film. Seeing their own name on the credits and hearing their peers’ applause is a real boost to self-esteem and self-confidence; and for a teacher, seeing the smiles on a pupil’s face when this happens renders the answer to the question ‘Why the Avio?’ obvious. 

� In this rural Devon school there are no students that I am aware of for whom English is a second language.





