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Abstract
This paper explores the use of filmmaking as a learning tool within the academic curriculum at the University of Sheffield. It presents a number of case studies which describe the benefits to student learning; these include close engagement with their subject leading to insight and deeper understanding, as well as a range of transferable skills. 

It is, however, difficult to quantify the experience and the type of learning that students acquire on these projects. While the critical thinking element can be judged from written work, the ‘creative’ understanding attained is harder to evaluate. Both assessment and evaluation of this work demand careful attention. What is clear is that crude, box-ticking metrics are not appropriate. 
Getting students to communicate using moving images and sound rather than text has proved highly stimulating, but the learning curve can be very steep and appropriate levels of support need to be given, which can be time-consuming for staff. Certainly, a key question is that of sustainability.
Having identified these three major obstacles to the widespread implementation of such innovative learning and teaching methods (assessment, evaluation and cost), the paper argues that it is important that these obstacles are overcome. Using a methodological approach that employs qualitative feedback interviews with students as research data, as well as referring to the literature, it presents a case for successful implementation, as practiced at the University of Sheffield.
The issue of creativity in the context of education is examined, together with the possible wider reasons for its current relatively high level of Government support, examining industry need and also looking at the broadening student base with its inherent increasing need for more responsive provision in terms of learning and teaching styles.

The paper concludes by offering a strategy for achieving a more sustainable means of employing this highly beneficial practice. Filmmaking has been found to promote a lively, exciting and challenging environment in the classroom. It produces highly motivated students; it makes learning fun, and gives students a sense of empowerment and achievement. Perhaps more importantly, it allows students to tap into their creativity and imagination – abilities identified by many as the passport to a successful future.
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Creative Activity and its Impact on Student Learning: Issues of Implementation 

A presentation of 7 years’ practice of including filmmaking as a learning tool across a range of disciplines

This paper will describe how the use of filmmaking as a learning tool has been pioneered at University of Sheffield, enumerating the benefits to and impact on learning.  It will then briefly consider the wider picture of why creative activity is important within education and in the wider world of industry. However, there are underlying conflicts within the education system which impede widespread implementation of this type of practice. These conflicts traverse three main areas, namely: assessment, evaluation and cost. The paper discusses in some detail strategies for implementation of such projects as practiced at the University of Sheffield, in the light of these tensions. In particular, it examines the role of such innovative approaches to learning in a red brick ‘academic’ university. A key question is that of sustainability. The learning outcomes from several projects using differing levels of resource will be described and possible future strategies offered for pedagogically robust, but relatively cost-efficient, implementation.
I make no apology for the fact that this paper relies heavily on student comment for its substance. Their contribution is highly valuable, and as is so often the case, I have learned far more from them than they have from me. Moreover, the use of student comment and feedback features very largely as one of the central arguments underlying this paper. 
Growing filmmakers
Since 2000, I have been involved in projects across several disciplines which have included a filmmaking element in the curriculum. These include three modules exploring different themes in the writing of Shakespeare for the department of English Literature, and one (to date) on the work of Galdós for the department of Hispanic Studies. Students studied text and filmed representation of the literature, and were then required to produce their own films of a short section of text. They storyboarded, directed and edited their films (and in several cases shot and acted in them). As well as these drama oriented projects, I have worked with students on factual films. Students from the School of Architecture made short films to augment their presentations of an urban redevelopment project, and information studies students made two-minute films as part of a multimedia module. The demands facing students and academics were markedly different in each of these examples, as was the level of resource in terms of time, money and equipment that went into the projects. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the students’ range of skills, not to mention working practices, also varied across the subject disciplines, and this fed substantially into their work.

The initial inspiration to embark on this work came from an academic who wanted to see if introducing filmmaking into his classes would motivate his students. My role was to develop ‘bespoke’ modules where the filmmaking element offered an integrated part of the students’ exploration of their subject area. From the first attempt, in 2000, the process has evolved considerably and what has been learned along the way about the impact of such practice on student learning has far exceeded the original expectation.  

Positive Effects
In general, students reported that filmmaking helped them to understand their subject better. They responded well to the challenge of a steep learning curve, and the risk element involved in acquiring new skills. Several interesting things happened when the students started to communicate using sound and moving images. The use of this different medium changed their approach to research of their subject area: ‘I think having to go and film a place and interview people and get sound and everything forces you to engage in the site,’ observed an architecture student. Making a film encouraged students to listen to other people’s opinions. This is an important requirement for architects generally, although one that is not always done thoroughly. Another point concerned looking:

When I was filming a site, that kind of gave me a better understanding of the actual site that I was working with because when you look at it through a different medium, you just take in different things than you would if you were just photographing it. That to me was very helpful. (Architecture student)

Somehow, the ‘re-mediation’ (changing from one medium to another) affected the student’s observation and insight (even in architects, who are already highly visually aware and familiar with using mixed media). A third architecture student commented on how the process of putting together a film assisted her conceptualisation of the design process:
I think in the end my film kind of summarised my line of thought and where my ideas started and where they were going, which is sometimes a struggle to show in different images, in drawings, because you have to take a big jump between the drawings often, but with a film you can get some kind of continuity and I found that easier I think to show in film. (Architecture student)
This communication of process plays an important part in the assessment of students’ architectural design projects and it was in developing the narrative, linear structure of the film that the student found a solution. Developing the structure for their films was something the architects found hard to do, and often it ‘came together’ right at the last minute. They did, however, produce stunningly beautiful films full of multi-layered images combining graphics and moving images, with some well-chosen interviews, and nicely judged use of music; one even created her own advertising jingle.
Students who made drama films had a different experience. They encountered fewer structuring problems since the text provided an inbuilt structure. The process of filmmaking demanded a deep engagement with their subject: ‘I think it made his work a lot easier to understand as we brought it to life. Also, you had to analyse each line of the dialogue to decide how you wanted it acted, so it made me understand’ (Hispanic studies student). A fellow student also valued the opportunity for close concentration on a short section of the text: ‘concentrating on one scene made me understand the characters a lot more’. Thus, a new level of understanding was afforded by giving students an opportunity to creatively interact with and interpret the textual subject matter:
You can really take it and mess about with it and it doesn’t mean that you’re ruining Shakespeare, it just means you’re taking it a step further. . . . So often it’s so easy just to be frightened that Shakespeare is this thing that can’t be touched and I think being able to manipulate it was really helpful. (English Literature student) 
A whole range of other skills is learned through the filmmaking process, useful both in education and future working life. Project management, for example, is not necessarily a skill that is fore-grounded in departments of English Literature, yet one student found it rewarding: ‘I’d really enjoy getting it all sorted in my head and then being able to plan it and organise it so that the day rides smoothly’. Similarly, IT skills were developed as students learned to use the editing software. 

Many of the students had not encountered much collaborative work in the curriculum, but the vast majority found it a positive experience and derived a great deal from it. One English literature student commented: ‘The group work has really helped us and you can take that away for the future, like in jobs, careers and stuff and also other modules’. The students, then, were very aware of the usefulness of some of the transferable skills that were offered. 

Freeing the Creative Spirit

So, what is it that makes the use of filmmaking in the curriculum such a positive and successful strategy? My belief is that it works well in the academic environment because it calls on students to use skills not typically required in academic study, and this is novel and exciting. It frees up the intellect and the imagination, offering new styles of working, and requiring practical skills as well:

Creativity seems to involve synthetic, analytical, and practical aspects of intelligence: synthetic to come up with ideas, analytical to evaluate the quality of those ideas, and practical to formulate a way of effectively communicating those ideas and persuading people of their value. (Sternberg and O’Hara, 1999, p. 269)

The three attributes described by Sternberg and O’Hara call on a wide range of skills, and this raises another interesting point. Given the more diverse student profile, with increasing numbers and widening participation schemes, a wider range of learning styles appears to be in evidence. In providing a more varied set of learning and teaching approaches, perhaps more students will have their needs met. It was certainly the case that students relished elements of the work not traditionally explicit in the curriculum, such as planning and negotiation. 
Good Vibrations 
The most rewarding aspect of working on these projects is that the students really enjoyed themselves. They were able to (re)discover an element of playfulness in learning, and this led to a high level of motivation and a great deal of hard work:
With an essay often when you’re writing it you are just thinking about picking up marks and what you’re going to get but with this it was really the work in itself as well . . . I cared a lot more about the actual product itself. (English Literature student)

Some students were sufficiently impressed to want to make more films in the future. There was a tangible boost to their confidence and a sense of empowerment, and this was reflected in very positive feedback: ‘a great, innovative course!' (Hispanic Studies student).                                   
‘Imagination is more important than knowledge’- Einstein
Clearly, this creative activity has proved a valuable and enjoyable experience for students. Is it more important in a wider context? The concept of creativity seems to be part of the zeitgeist: ‘Many top companies train their graduate employees in creative ways of thinking in order to sustain innovation and remain competitive’ (Jackson, 2002). Whether in response to this requirement from industry, or for other, pedagogically driven, reasons, it is also relatively high on the agenda of Government funding in education, with initiatives such as the Higher Education Academy’s Imaginative Curriculum. The underlying motives for this interest could be discussed at length – is it the need to keep UK Education a serious contender in the global market (see Clegg, 2003), by producing graduates with a competitive edge? Or is it an enlightened strategy for meeting the needs of a larger and more diverse student population? Certainly, issues of creativity in education have a presence, linked as they are, to ‘hot topics’ such as inquiry based learning, which require similar mindsets and behaviours from students, such as a pro-active attitude. The outcome of this is that creative engagement is, hopefully, being taken seriously, even in research led, traditional academic universities. 
Too Good to be True
There is, however, a price to pay. Getting students to communicate using moving images and sound rather than text has proved highly stimulating but the learning curve can be very steep and appropriate levels of support need to be given, which can be time-consuming for staff and resource-heavy. There is a tension then, between the desire for innovative curricula with its associated time and resource implication and the ‘bean counting’ mentality of making everything that can be, a cost centre, and of making everything ‘accountable’ by measuring performance. To me, the key issue seems to be that frequently, one is being asked to define the un-definable. In examining the issues of assessment, evaluation and cost, I will describe the implementation strategies arrived at by the University of Sheffield.
Scores on the Doors 

‘Creativity is difficult to define and it is rarely articulated as an explicit learning objective in the academic curriculum’ (Jackson, 2002). Creativity per se appears to be a fraught subject within academia (see Sternberg, 1999, et al). Part of the problem may be historical: that creativity was shrouded in a mystical veil, and that the creative act was seen as some kind of divine intervention. While the notion of divergent thinking that ‘enables the thinker to produce new ideas by breaking away, or diverging from previously established ideas’, was defined by Guildford as long ago as 1950 (Weisberg, 1999, p.228), in the end it is hard to measure, and therefore hard to quantify, and thus does not fit easily into the body of explicit Knowledge. 

Assessment, then, of methods of learning involving a creative element requires a considered approach, particularly in more traditional universities. It is necessary to separate process from product. In the projects described here, we never expected the students to produce masterpieces of filmmaking (although the films are often of surprisingly high quality); rather, we sought to provide them with a new interaction with their subject. The final session of each project, where we viewed the completed films, allowed students to explain their intentions to their peers. Apart from leading to good discussion on the day, it allowed the academic and me to make assessment of their intention (process) as well as their execution (product). This, however, only formed a small part of the overall mark (5%). The students also awarded marks to each other, and this formed another 5% of the final assessment. 

The larger element in the assessment of the projects was usually based on the student’s critical reflection on the process of understanding gained through filmmaking, captured in the form of a portfolio, and this counted for 60% of the module’s mark. (The final 30% came from an essay). The portfolio included all the ‘raw materials’ of the filmmaking process, such as scripts and storyboards, but also reflection on aspects of the work. One student wrote an analysis of the sequence she chose, referring to the literature, and also explaining her choice of location, setting, mise en scene, and costume, as well as the changes she made to the text. Another wrote character portrayals, and playfully conjectured as to who she would like to cast: Richard Gere, Julia Roberts, and Brad Pitt. Yet another highlighted the problems and considerations of adapting works of different genres.

A learning journal formed part of the portfolio and since it formed part of the assessed work, there was a strong incentive to do it. Langer describes journal writing as a formal tool for developing reflective thinking, and cites Holly (1989) who writes about the ‘metacognitive effect of journal writing, and its ability to enable self-enquiry and facilitate critical consciousness’ (Langer, 2002, p.338). He goes on to say that across the disciplines, students’ learning is improved by keeping journals. The students themselves responded positively to this requirement: 

It was just yesterday that I went back and read them and I almost wish I’d done more . . . I think it’s going to be a really good part of my portfolio. I’m really pleased that I did do it. (English Literature Student)

Many of the assessment practices described here will be familiar to anyone from an Art School background, but neither ‘crits’ incorporating peer discussion on process and product, nor critical reflection, are part of the traditional university’s method of assessment, although this is slowly changing.

What Can Be Measured, Is

Nationally and internationally, there has been a growing trend to prioritise ‘evaluation’ over the past few years. In British education, as in other public services, this can be attributed to a change in attitude. Education, like health, is now a ‘commodity’ and commodities have a value and that value must be measured.  Lyotard referred to ‘the mercantilisation of knowledge’ (Lyotard, 1984, p. 51), where knowledge is no longer an end in itself, but is used to simply to create the professionals required by society. This gives knowledge an ‘absolute’ and thus measurable value. Another effect of the change in purpose has been to foreground the ‘performativity principle’ (p. 50). Slowly but surely, the seemingly endless requirement to measure performance trickles through every stratum of an organisation. At some levels, it is difficult to dispute. After all, we all pay taxes to fund these institutions, don’t we have a right to know that our money is being wisely spent, and put to best possible use? The answer of course, is ‘yes’. The problem arises from the fact that measuring performance is not always straightforward.
 As already mentioned, it is difficult to evaluate the learning experienced by these students. While the critical thinking element can be judged from written work, the ‘creative’ understanding attained is harder to evaluate. How do you verbalise the non-verbal? And more to the point, how do you measure it? An ‘evidence based’ criterion that looks for a, preferably numerical, means of demonstrating what has been learned (see Oliver and Conole, 2003) just does not fit. The best method for evaluation we found was to rely on students’ own insight into their learning, in the form of qualitative evaluation. This was conducted in the form of free-form interviews, or perhaps more accurately, conversations, with the students and between students. Discussions were organic, and often the direction was initiated by a student’s comment or perception. Many suggestions for future changes and improvements to the course were made. We also relied on more standard student module evaluations on paper and these were usually extremely positive:
Usually I find literature quite boring, but doing something exciting with Galdós’s work really interested me. . . Thank you for teaching this course because I’ve really enjoyed it and it’s definitely been my favourite module that I’ve studied at Uni.’ (Hispanic Studies student)
In spite of the huge amount of extra work, not to mention the risk the academic takes when she or he has taken a step into unknown territory, feedback from academics was also very positive:

"Tell me and I forget, show me and I remember, involve me and I understand." I'm sure that the students have had an extremely memorable experience, understood a lot more than if I'd just used the traditional form of teaching/assessment and probably ended up with higher marks too. It's pretty amazing when you think about it! (Lecturer)

The response from an external assessor was also favourable:

What a wonderful innovation, I bet they all had a ball doing this. There really is a problem with getting students to read longer works of fiction, this seems to be an ingenious and very fruitful way of welding their love of visual culture to the text. (External Examiner's comments)

In terms of the ‘users’, then, evaluation is positive. But what of the wider, institutional response? This has been usually favourable, although questions were raised regarding sustainability. But there is a host of other benefits which are all too easy to miss if the projects are evaluated on criteria that are too narrowly defined. The first is the contribution to the ‘general good’, that is, to promoting innovative teaching practices. Second is the expertise built up within the institution, which can be shared with other academics and students. Third, work can be disseminated at conferences and workshops, papers can be written – in short the practice itself becomes the subject matter of academic interest (practice based research) thus raising the University’s profile. For the student, apart from the positive learning outcomes, the boost to confidence, and the transferable skills mentioned earlier, there is the indefinable, certainly un-measurable factor, and the one which will help make their time at university memorable: they are likely to remember having made a film long after they have forgotten much of their other university work.

In terms of evaluation, then, what are the important criteria? Is it usability (benefit to students), institutional benefit, or cost? I would argue that that the first two are adequately met on these projects. What of the third?

Down on the Bottom Line
 There has been ongoing institutional support for these projects. The University of Sheffield operates a Learning and Teaching Development Grant scheme, whereby academics with an innovative teaching idea are given funding, time, and resource from the Learning Development and Media Unit (LDMU) to work on their idea. Four of the projects described here came to me via this route. Funding for the scheme comes partly from the Higher Education Funding Council via their Teaching Quality Enhancement stream. There is no absolute financial limit put on each grant, but the academic is required to closely explore the pedagogical benefit of his or her idea, with assistance from staff in LDMU, before embarking on a project. I attribute the financial generosity of the scheme to the fact that the people who hold these particular purse-strings are not narrow-sighted accounts-driven ‘managers’ but mainly academic members of staff with a particular interest in learning and teaching. If this were not the case, I expect these projects would never have happened. 
The earlier projects had a great deal of time and money spent on them. Students had my input as well as their lecturer’s at each of their 12 module sessions. On one occasion the films were shot by a professional camera operator and the students cast professional actors. Students also had support in editing from the LDMU editor. Clearly, there were issues of sustainability – while this was seen as being very beneficial for the students involved, it was not terribly cost-effective. Since that time, there has been a move towards projects which require less resource in both time and money. Now, the spectrum of projects more commonly ranges from ‘Support Projects’ which have no extra funding and take up much less time, to a two-hour lecture and workshop with online support.
One contributing factor to this downsizing strategy has been the creation of the ‘Filmmaker’s Toolkit’ which can be used either as a standalone resource for students, or with varying levels of ‘expert’ input. The Toolkit was developed with the School of Architecture and includes a practical guide to the basics of filmmaking, and case studies of the students’ films. It is designed to be adaptable to other disciplines, and has already been used in Hispanic Studies, Information Studies, the School of Law, and in the Centre for Inquiry-based Learning in the Arts and Social Sciences, which is a Centre for Excellence in Teaching and Learning.
The Toolkit, though, is only a partial solution. My ongoing research is in the level of expert support needed for students to benefit from the filmmaking experience as part of an academic module. My overriding concern is that students are not given so little support that their time is spent just learning the basics of filmmaking rather than using it as a learning tool to aid interaction with their own subject area. It is widely accepted that students operate most efficiently in their ‘comfort zone’ - Zygotsky’s (1978) ‘zone of proximal development’. To stay comfortable, particularly when learning new skills, students require adequate support. One factor that has helped has been the technological advancement in cameras and nonlinear editing software, making the technical element easier. However, it has also taken time for my level of confidence in the students’ ability to grow to a sufficient level where I have felt happy to reduce the amount of support. Harland acknowledges that it is necessary to learn ‘to let go and trust students’ judgement’ (Harland, 2003, p. 269) and this experience is corroborated by my academic colleagues. This has only happened because I have been allowed the opportunity to repeat these projects over time. 
Forwards!
‘I have learnt so much . . . when it is all your own ideas, it gives you a lot more motivation to make it work. And the final result is a film that I am very proud of’ (Hispanic studies student). The students’ satisfaction at having made their own films, of having chosen what shot goes where and with what accompanying sound to tell their individual story is highly rewarding, for both student and lecturer. The enthusiasm of the students has cemented my personal conviction that this is a highly worthwhile activity, and has provided the incentive to overcome certain institutional hurdles. Fundamentally, creative activity is important! Those people working in Higher Education, who already know this and have been working on that certain knowledge for a long time, need to capitalise on current Government support by using their ingenuity to design curricula that stimulate such activity, and conveying the message to others outside the ‘creative’ sphere. Feedback from students proves that projects of this nature deliver a valuable experience and this is backed up by both academics and external assessors. Cost issues need to be addressed, and convincing arguments need to be made to the ‘bean counters’, because ultimately, they still control the beans and we need them!

I would argue that there is no choice but for universities to adopt such practices. With a broader range of students than ever before, new strategies must be found to cope with higher numbers, and to cater for different learning styles. Furthermore, there has been a redefinition of what learning is over the past few years. It no longer consists of the accumulation of knowledge of ‘facts’ but, rather, how to apply them. The way we teach must encourage this. Furthermore, it is individuals with imagination who will define the future. In today’s world, where anyone can have access to knowledge via their computer, ‘what extra performativity depends on . . . is “imagination,” which allows one either to make a new move or change the rules of the game’ (Lyotard, 1984, p. 52). We have other, incontrovertible proof that creativity is vital: industry states that it requires a creative workforce, who are we to argue? Audit-minded managers should take note.
Acknowledgements

I would like to thank all the students who have been involved in the projects described here, and the academic colleagues I have collaborated with, in particular Professor Michael Hattaway, who set me off on this learning journey. I would also like to thank colleagues at LDMU who have supported and helped me in this venture. 

References

Clegg, S. et al (2003). The emperor’s new clothes: globalisation and e-learning in Higher Education. British Journal of Sociology, 1 (24), 39-53

Guildford, J.P. (1950). Creativity. American Psychologist, 5,  444-454

(quoted in Wiesberg, R.W. (1999). Creativity and knowledge: a challenge to theories, in RJ Sternberg (ed) Handbook of Creativity. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 226-250)

Harland, T. (2003). Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development and problem-based learning: linking a theoretical concept with practice through action research. Teaching in Higher Education, 8 (2), 263-272

Jackson, N. (2002) Guide for Busy Academics: Nuturing Creativity. LTSN Generic Centre:
Imaginative Curriculum Project. Retrieved 1 October 2006 from www.heacademy.ac.uk/embedded_object.asp?id=17572&filename=IC025   
Holly, M. (1989). Reflective writing and the spirit of enquiry. Cambridge Journal of Education, 19(1), 71-80 (quoted in Langer, A.M. (2002). Reflecting on practice: using learning journals in higher and continuing education. Teaching in Higher Education, Vol 7, no 3, 337-350 

Lyotard, J.F. (1984). The Postmodern Condition: A report on Knowledge. 

(trans G Bennington and B Massumi) Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press

Oliver, M. and Conole, G. (2003). Evidence –based practice and e-learning in Higher Education: can we and should we? Research Papers in Higher Education 18(4), 385-397

Sternberg, R.J. and O’Hara, L. (1999). Creativity and intelligence, in R.J.Sternberg (ed) Handbook of Creativity. 251-272. Cambridge; Cambridge University Press 

Vygotsky, L.S. (1978). Mind in Society: the development of higher mental processes. Cambridge: Harvard University Press
PAGE  
11

