From film to writing – developing children’s narrative writing through film.

Emma Sian Thomas
Rationale

I joined the network because of, an interest in developing a wider definition of ‘reading’ to include reading the moving image, and an interest in using film in literacy teaching. This interest had been engendered by a visit by my school’s literacy coordinator to a primary literacy coordinators’ conference addressed by Mr. Mark Reid from the bfi, showing how films can be used in the classroom. 

I was interested in developing my knowledge and skills in using film to enhance the teaching of narrative, and to explore whether using film would add a visual dimension to children’s writing.

The issues that needed to be addressed were – 

my own knowledge of suitable resources to use with children, effective teaching strategies to use with films, and also to be more skilled in using certain IT packages e.g. Photostory and Revelation Sight and Sound that could be used to support the work.  

Activity Undertaken

I attended a day’s training in the summer term, led by members of the LEA literacy team, supported by members of the LEA ICT advisory team.

The day focused on:

· Developing an understanding of how films can be used in class;

· Becoming acquainted with suitable materials from the bfi; 

· Becoming acquainted with suitable teaching strategies when looking at film with children;

· Looking at resources to develop speaking and listening and group working skills;

· Looking at resources to support the teaching of narrative;

· Ways of collecting data / taking baseline measures. 

We then drew up an action plan identifying success criteria, baseline measures, new strategies, and activities to be undertaken. 

Success criteria identified were 

· To produce an action research journal for writing down reflections of lessons;

· To become familiar with suitable resources;

· To produce materials that would support the use of the moving image in plans for teaching narrative writing throughout KS1 and KS 2;

· To become more familiar with the ICT package ‘Photostory’ .

In the autumn term, we met together to share progress so far, to look at more resources, and to become more familiar with the ICT package ‘Revelation Sight and Sound’.

In the spring term, we met 

· To disseminate successful practice

· To write individual member reports

· To evaluate the success of the network in achieving its objectives, celebrate individual achievements and to discuss further dissemination of the network’s findings.

Outcomes

· An initial assessment of the children’s narrative writing skills was undertaken to ascertain a baseline for the project.  It was noted that although the children were able to write using a simple plot, very little detail or description was used in their writing. 
· The bfi Key Stage 1 DVD ‘Starting Stories’ (a selection of 6 short films) was used with the children on the interactive whiteboard.  All children enjoyed using film; it kept their interest, and was accessible to everyone.

· The film entitled ‘Lucky Dip’ was used initially.  The most important feature of using the film was the children’s enthusiasm towards the project and their willingness to return to their work from previous sessions and re-edit.  The use of the computer suite was particularly important in this process.  Using this film as a stimulus for writing encouraged children to add detail to their work which wouldn’t have been there otherwise. In a very real sense, the children were eager to capture the sights and sounds of the film in their writing.
· Whilst using ‘Lucky Dip’ the children learnt about camera shots such as close-ups and long-shots and were able to identify these in the film.  They could talk about how this enhanced the dramatic impact in the film and why each type of shot was appropriate to use at certain points.  They were then able to use this in their retelling of the story by editing to add more detailed descriptive passages, such as, the setting of the film at the beginning of the story (long-shot) or a description of the ‘pin man’s’ face (close-up).  This made a dramatic improvement to the children’s work and I noted that the children were really proud of what they produced rather than just being content to complete a task.

· What also worked particularly well was using the sound track from the short films.  The children were able to identify sounds and details (such as objects included in the film) and then they included these in their re-telling of the story which proved to much improve the quality of their narrative writing.  For example, in the ‘Baboon on the moon’ the children included details such as the sound of the baboon’s footprints rather than just writing that he walked, or the sound of his tooth brush clinking in the mug instead of just that he brushed his teeth.  Their work was a lot more descriptive.  

· During the project the children were given a lot of opportunity to work in groups and pairs and it was felt that this benefited the writing process as they were able to discuss and develop their ideas in a non-threatening way.

· The skills of character analysis were developed effectively.  In particular, the children found it easy to identify with the character of baboon and the work that resulted from watching this film included much emotive language and empathy writing.  It was also noted that the narrative writing that the children produced was a lot more imaginative with having a visual picture of the characters and settings with which to use as an initial stimulus.

· Having found the use of short film so successful, the project then progressed to using extracts from longer film.  The film ‘Shrek’ was used for an initial speaking and listening exercise followed up by some work on character.  This did not prove as effective.  The perceived reasons for this was that the film and characters were too well known by the children and that they had too many pre-conceived ideas and also it was concluded by the network colleagues that longer films had to be broken down into extracts and further research needed to be undertaken into how to make their use more effective.
· It was also found that although the project was initially intended to develop the narrative writing of the children, film could be used for enhancing teaching in other areas of literacy and across the curriculum.  For example, ‘Baboon on the moon’ was used effectively for letter writing and poetry, whereas ‘Shrek’ was used as a stimulus for several PSE sessions.
Dissemination

As a member of the network I will be involved in all, or some of the following:

· Disseminate key findings at the Literacy co-ordinators’ conference in the summer term. 
· County INSET sessions and Short Course programme.
Personal Reflection

As the outcomes of the project indicate the benefits of this work have been many.  Not only has it improved the children’s skills and confidence in narrative writing, but in other areas of the curriculum also.  The catchment area of the schools of participating colleagues proves that film is a media that is accessible to all children, and this has certainly been the case in my own setting.  The positive results indicate that measures now need to be taken to include the use of film as a stimulus into planning for literacy.
I believe that participating in the network has improved my own confidence in using film and media as a stimulus for developing and improving children’s narrative writing.  I will certainly like to share my findings other members of staff.  I feel that  I have not fully explored the ICT packages ‘Photostory’ or ‘Revelation, Sight and Sound’ during this project due to resource issues within my own school, but it is certainly an area I would like to develop further as a result of this research.
