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

Mari Hockin
Rationale

I joined the network because of, 
· an individual performance management objective and a literacy objective in the school development plan which focused on raising standards in Writing.
· an interest in developing a wider definition of ‘reading’ to include reading the moving image.

· I also had an interest in using film in literacy teaching. 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.

I felt that some of 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 ICT to deliver, enhance and 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. 

I then drew up an action plan identifying success criteria, baseline measures, a planning audit, 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’. 
Following this meeting, I returned to school and embarked on a series of lessons with my year 3, mixed ability class. We began by viewing the short film “Lucky Dip” (produced by bfi) and explored the theme of the film through oral whole class and paired discussion.

Next, we examined the setting of the film and the pupils wrote their own story setting based on “Lucky Dip”. 

The next stage of work required the pupils to analyse the good features of their work and consider how this could be embedded in future pieces of work on setting.

Finally, the children worked in groups to compose a story based on the theme of character - contrasting with the initial impression of a character i.e. The Pin man appears as an intimidating character, but is actually revealed as the opposite. 

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.

Following on from this day, I focused in the classroom on another short film from the bfi entitled “Baboon on the Moon” and the animation by Raymond Briggs “The Snowman”.
Baboon on the Moon offered numerous opportunities for developing questioning skills for both pupils and teachers. Once again, the pupils discussed their opinions, recalled the events and asked questions relating to the Baboon’s character and his situation in the film. The pupils also took notes as they viewed the film (third viewing) and later used these to illustrate their ideas. An empathetic piece of writing was later produced (individual work), which allowed the children to explore the presentation of character and write about it in the first person.
The next step was to use a longer film and compare the impact of its use with that of short films. The children viewed the first 6 minutes of “The Snowman” and later made individual contributions to a whole class discussion. This time the focus included setting, character and plot. They then worked in groups and listed the “Events” from the film on an A2 sheet of paper. After feeding back to the class, they went back into groups to list some “Linking Phrases” which could be used to join each event. The emphasis at this stage was heavily on collaborative group work.  
The individual written tasks following these lessons included creating a storyboard to illustrate and describe the opening of the film, planning and writing a short story book which narrated the Snowman’s adventures with the boy. The latter exercise culminated in the pupils reading their work to a younger audience and also being videoed to celebrate their work.

Outcomes

· Children’s responses to questions showed that they found it easier to take cues from what they see, not from what they hear or read. This was evident during work on The Snowman, when pupils observed details such as the boy’s cold, bare feet.
· All children enjoyed using film. It kept their interest, and was accessible to everyone. The children all responded to the films, regardless of their ability and general literacy skills.
· Using films 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 e.g. ‘There was a poster pinned on a gate and it was blowing gently in the wind’ (Work from “Lucky Dip”.)
· The children were eager to write and made adventurous vocabulary choices. In the work on “The Snowman” one girl wrote  “To his astonishment, the snowman came to life!”

· Also, pupils took phrases which were produced in the short group tasks, and used them in their own writing at a later stage i.e. Adverbs to describe the boy – “ Stupidly, he threw a snowball at the window.”
· The children were able to take the underlying theme of a short film and use it in their own writing e.g. ‘Lucky Dip‘ -  the idea that things are not what they seem, resulted in a decision to include a character or incident in their group story that might mislead the reader, so that a character lurking behind bushes in a park and seen initially as a threat is in fact the park keeper who is watching over the children to make sure they are safe. 

· The use of films also seemed to develop the children’s questioning skills. The pupils’ responses after watching “Baboon on the Moon” were mostly in question form. They asked about obvious features such as why the baboon was on the moon, but also asked more thought provoking questions about his feelings.
· The use of particular film shorts such as “Baboon on the Moon” and “The Lucky Dip” offered opportunities to explore the use of emotion in their own writing. They empathised with the characters immediately when viewing the film and included details in their own narrative work as a consequence. “I am the only baboon on the moon….I feel very upset and lonely” – written by an average ability boy.
· The focus on group work, group roles and oral reporting developed the children’s group working skills and speaking and listening skills.

· The children learned to observe carefully.
I feel that the work undertaken has impacted greatly on my knowledge of how using film can enhance the teaching of narrative. I believe that I have benefited greatly from:

· The initial training session on how to use film;

· Sharing good practice with colleagues;

· Pooling ideas;

· Looking at resources; 

· Evaluating achievements and problems encountered together and suggesting alternative solutions.

I believe that participating in the network has improved my knowledge and skills in the following way:

· It re-enforced the belief that film is a media that is accessible to all children, and can therefore improve self-esteem.
· It has provided me with an improved understanding of how to use film.
· It has highlighted issues around planning for narrative teaching.
· It has demonstrated the effectiveness of speaking and listening as a preparation for writing.
· It has demonstrated the effectiveness of using visual images as a preparation for writing.
In terms of benefits to the school, I have extended the project to include other teachers, so that film is now being used in more than one class in the school. Also I have planned to take ADDS sessions in the spring term, to introduce the work undertaken during the project. 

Dissemination

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

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

My over-riding feeling after participating in this project is that of success and celebration. The aims have been fulfilled in that all pupils have benefited greatly from the experience of reading the moving image, and in most cases have improved their oral, reading and writing skills. The benefits have also extended as far as their PSE skills are concerned, and pupils are able to work in pairs or groups in various other subject contexts. I would definitely use this way of working in the future, and as Literacy coordinator, plan to disseminate the work to colleagues in school.
