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

Richard Snelling
Rationale

I joined the network because of a performance management target and an interest in developing a wider definition of ‘reading’ to include reading the moving image.
I was interested in developing the use of film to enhance the teaching of narrative, and to explore whether using film would add a visual and auditory dimension to children’s writing. I was also interested in developing boy’s interest and confidence in writing.
I needed to develop my 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. 

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 summer term I started looking at the short film ‘El Caminante’ . We listened to the film before watching it. The children came up with various ideas as to where it was and what was happening. We wrote an introduction to the film which focused on the setting. We used a story board. Next we looked at the various shots e.g. mid shots, close ups and asked the purpose of them. When the tightrope walker was in danger, the camera focused onto him, so we immediately empathised with him and felt his feelings. We wrote the whole story and especially thought about our concluding paragraph. It produced some excellent narrative work and although the children had seen the film several times, they were still enthusiastic.
In the autumn term I used the short film ‘Baboon on the Moon’ and this really had an impact on my Year 5 /6 pupils. Again we listened to the film before watching, in order to develop their thinking skills. Next we saw the introduction and tried to understand what was going on. It raised a number of questions and was useful for prediction. They wrote the introduction as we watched the first section, stopping after a few frames. The children put in details of actions and sounds generally lacking in their work. We looked at the middle section of the film and thought about how he was walking, and used this stimulus to think about different ways we walk . We looked at the ending and the children wrote some lovely pieces, which included questions like “Would I ever see the Earth again?” There were so many questions it raised that we felt we had to interview the baboon. We did role play and wrote scripts for the Johnny Depp Show etc. We wrote about how the baboon had been chosen in the first place. Although the children had seen the film so many times they were enthusiastic and engaged in all lessons. The short film was teacher and pupil friendly and it was easy to focus in on short tasks to develop a range of writing genres. In particular as there was no dialogue it didn’t get in the way of their own thoughts and allowed them to concentrate on the scenes and the actions.
Later in the autumn term, the network 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’.

After our meeting we started to look at longer films. I looked at “Goodnight Mr Tom”.  This was harder to use than the short stories and needed more careful planning. We freeze framed significant places like the railway station and asked questions. We described the scene using prepositions. We also focused on the train journey and the dialogue between the children. From this the children developed their own writing about certain aspects of the war situation.
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

· Development of  children’s literacy skills.
· Development of new teaching strategies.
· More enjoyment and engagement in literacy lessons.
· Development not only of narrative work, but also a range of writing genres.
· Development of oracy, thinking and questioning skills.
· Development of writing from reluctant writers.
· All children enjoyed using film, it kept their interest, and was accessible to everyone.

· 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. 
· The children were eager to write and made adventurous vocabulary choices.

· 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 the work undertaken has impacted greatly on my knowledge of how using film can enhance the teaching of narrative. I believe I benefited 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.

Participating in the network has improved my knowledge and skills in the following ways:

· It re-enforced for my 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.
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

Using short films has been an exciting and useful experience. It has made me enthusiastic in my teaching and given me an opportunity to give self confidence and enthusiasm to children who are less able and more reluctant to write. I will be using short stories with every class I teach, and develop this with colleagues.
