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What sits, what sticks: moving into lived, disruptive, co-produced 
filmmaking practices in literacy classrooms

Ryan Bramley and Jennifer Rowsell 

School of Education, University of Sheffield, Sheffield, UK

ABSTRACT  

This article examines two ethnographers’ fieldwork with young people 
applying co-production film-making methods and three ways to 
approach youth-led filmmaking work for researchers and educators. 
Implicit to our argument is a belief, based on several multimodal projects, 
that filmmaking consolidates literacy skills and gives young people a 
more expansive, lived, and at times disruptive sense of literacy learning. 
In this special issue focusing on research into children’s language, literacy 
and literature, we give readers a way to take forward a living literacies 
approach to film work in 3–13 literacy teaching and learning.
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Introduction

In this article, we explore filmmaking as a practice and process that can be woven into literacy teach-

ing and learning. Filmmaking mediates people’s stories and ideas in dynamic, multimodal ways and 

by virtue of its mediated character, film work can present itself as more agentive compared with 

other forms of composition. In the article, we propose three models for teaching film based on a 

process over product argument that aligns with a living literacies (Pahl and Rowsell 2020) method 

of literacy teaching. Living literacies (Pahl and Rowsell 2020) approaches all meaning making as 

entangled with people’s everyday lives and located in social practices. To make our argument, we 

draw on Barry Barclay’s conceptions of filmmaking (2015) combined with Sara Ahmed’s notions of 

non-performativity (2006, 2012) and sticky emotions (2014b).

We came into the process of writing the article through co-viewing. We devoted an afternoon to 

watching short film clips from our research studies that have stuck with us emotionally and that con-

tinue to sit with us as key fieldwork moments. As the afternoon progressed, we started sharing parts 

of mainstream films that sit and stick with us and gradually we came to see sitting and sticking as the 

golden thread for the article. Here, we share these research vignettes as a means of illustrating ways 

that filmmaking can function as both process and product. There are two terms integral to the article: 

sticking and sitting.

Sticking refers to personally poignant moments during filmmaking that stick with the filmmaker. 

Sticking happens when filmmaking moments anchor themselves in the production process. In Vign-

ette 3, Jennifer shares a scene from two students’ short film about white hetero-normative images in 

fashion magazines. For Jennifer, what sticks as an anchored moment in the video is the image held 

up by one of the filmmakers of an elegant model with an afro that represents true and authentic 

diversity which is relatively absent from most fashion magazines.
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Sitting signals how a particular filmmaking experience might stay with a filmmaker, and how 

messages or meaning resonate with them over time. Ryan later recollects leading a series of filmmak-

ing workshops with a group of secondary school students who were told their final films would be 

shown to the rest of the school – only to be disappointed with a non-performative screening to a 

handful of senior staff members. Ryan reflects on why he feels this experience has stayed with 

him, and the importance of youth filmmakers having a say on who gets to see what they have made.

So it is that we came together as ethnographers with experience co-producing films with young 

people in communities, we have had many moments that stick and sit with us. Working with age 

groups from six to twenty (Jennifer) and from five to nineteen (Ryan), we have developed method-

ologies for incorporating filmmaking into research to not only document research experiences, but 

also (and fundamentally) to share stories that sit and stick with us.

Theorising youth filmmaking as praxis and process

To argue for disruptive, co-produced filmmaking spaces in literacy classrooms, we view the praxis of 

youth filmmaking as part of everyday lived experiences or living literacies (see Pahl and Rowsell 

2020). Youth filmmaking is a practice of transforming meaning across modes (Gilje 2010; see also 

Bezemer and Kress 2008). It affords an exploration of places past, present and future; ‘a means for 

young people to reconstruct and reimagine both familiar and unfamiliar spaces’ (Blum-Ross 2013, 

89). Filmmaking that involves young people – as participants and/or makers – is also unpredictable. 

This is particularly true of filmmaking in the literacy classroom; Pool, Rowsell and Sun reflect on a 

school-based research-creation project that did not go as planned (in the best possible way), 

calling for greater recognition of the ‘felt sensibilities of children’ in education (2023, 146). The 

article approaches filmmaking from our own experiences working with young people on film pro-

jects and it is therefore informed and driven by our reflections on the process.

For minoritised youth, filmmaking can serve as a powerful and empowering vehicle for counter- 

storytelling (Mason and Unity Gym Project 2020; see also Bramley 2021, 290–296): a key tenet of Criti-

cal Race Theory which provides ‘students of colour a voice to tell their narratives involving margin-

alized experiences’ (Hiraldo 2010, 54). Counter-storytelling challenges majoritarian stories which 

uphold the hegemony of the dominant (and dominating) culture (see Love 2004). However, filmmak-

ing can also replicate and reinforce existing power relations – even when it is explicitly attempting to 

challenge them. Rogers (2016) reflects on a participatory video project with young people which, 

despite its best intentions, played into the same individualistic and deficit narratives which dominate 

discourse around young people. Others have raised similar concerns about youth filmmaking. Roy 

et al. (2021) argue that ‘how stories are being told and by whom’ – as well as ‘how some connection 

might be made between those stories and potentially resistant third publics’ – should be considered 

throughout the filmmaking process (970). Similarly, Kennelly (2018) views participatory youth 

filmmaking as having democratic potential – but adds that such an impact is dependent on creating 

a film that is ‘palatable and persuasive to middle class audiences and policy actors’ (207). Whilst these 

are valid critiques of youth filmmaking, this scholarship is primarily concerned with filmmaking as a 

means of production. In contrast, we argue that filmmaking as praxis and process is – or at the very 

least, can be – a disruptive and transformative literacy practice in and of itself.

What sits, what sticks in youth film-making

Scholarship around film as a creative practice often places emphasis (and, in our view, over-empha-

sis) on youth filmmaking as a means of acquiring skills and improving employability (see Parry, 

Howard, and Penfold 2020). Whilst it is encouraging to see film being recognised in UK-based 

research evaluations such as the Research Excellence Framework (REF), academic write-ups of 

film-based research projects are often primarily concerned with film as product, rather than 

process (e.g. Aquilia and Kerrigan 2018). Viewing filmmaking as a creative and/or practice-based 
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research tool is, of course, a worthy academic endeavour. However, our work posits that the process 

of creating film, particularly when working with young filmmakers, is equally deserving of scholarly 

attention. Youth media production has the potential to ‘support storytelling that disrupts dominant 

narratives’ (Parry, Howard, and Penfold 2020, 410). When adopted critically, youth media practices 

can create ‘a community-driven, collective narrative to counter and disrupt societal perspectives 

and perhaps move towards understandings both within and across individuals and communities’ 

(Johnston-Goodstar, Richards-Schuster, and Sethi 2014, 344).

However, as we earlier alluded to, youth filmmaking can reinforce existing power structures and 

hierarchies as well – particularly when the purpose of the filmmaking process is being dictated to 

young people by adults. Hauge (2014) documents how a group of young people in Nicaragua were 

approached by an International Development Association to make a film about a local water project 

but refused; ‘they did so precisely by not moving in the ways that the organisation wanted them to’ 

(477). Elsewhere, Hauge and Bryson (2015) argue that participation is often ‘wished’ upon people – par-

ticularly when those people are seen as being relatively disempowered. There is, as Street (2003) 

argues, a tendency to impose ‘western conceptions of literacy on to other cultures or within a 

country those of one class or cultural group onto others’ (77). If youth filmmaking is to be truly disrup-

tive, the adults in the room need to take a step back and allow young people to create for themselves.

We see youth filmmaking as a hopeful endeavour which can not only ensure that young people are 

seen but also allow young people to redefine how they are seen. Working with Ahmed’s affective model 

of ‘stickiness’ – ‘some words stick because they become attached through particular affects’ (Ahmed 

2014b, 60; emphasis in original) – the disruptive potential of youth filmmaking may allow for negative 

signs and stereotypes to become unstuck from those they are commonly applied to. Ahmed also warns 

us that ‘what gets unstuck can always get restuck and can even engender new and more adhesive form 

of sticking’ (2014b, 100). In this sense, youth filmmaking should never be seen as a one-off activity, but a 

continued endeavour towards making new meanings and forging new and more hopeful identities.

Youth recording is not youth filmmaking

I (Ryan) have found the late Barry Barclay’s work, as a Māori filmmaker and a social commentator, invalu-

able in theorising film’s representational potential (see Bramley 2021, 2023). Whilst Barclay’s Our Own 

Image: A Story of a Māori Filmmaker (2015) outlines his filmmaking philosophy as an indigenous 

media maker in New Zealand in the late twentieth Century, Indigenous media models can (and have 

been) applied effectively to non-Indigenous settings (Nemec 2021, 998–999). Indeed, Nemec argues 

that Indigenous and community media are both ‘considered as “alternative” to the mainstream 

because of their ability, as critical media, to potentially challenge the dominant discourse of both the 

organisations within the education system and wider institutional and structural frameworks’ (2021, 999).

One of the ways Barclay (2015) conceptualised filmmaking – which is particularly pertinent to our 

exploration of youth filmmaking as disruptive practice – is the notion of the filmmaker as a commu-

nicator. Filmmaking is more than just holding a camera, and Barclay was keen to distinguish the act 

of capturing film – the so-called ‘instant recordist’ (2015, 27) – from the art of ‘programme-making’ 

(2015, 29). Barclay was wary of Māori filmmakers (and particularly young Māori filmmakers) being 

asked by the majority culture to capture footage of their own communities, as he felt that they 

were rarely afforded the agency to influence how those recordings were edited: 

Recording is not programme-making. Programme-making has to do with creating a metaphor from recordings 

taken in the field. The majority culture in New Zealand is quite happy to see an abundance of low-cost recording 

take place in the Māori community, but it is giving precious little help to those who have a desire to turn record-

ings into metaphors. It makes me angry to see so many of the talented newcomers trapped into accepting the 

recordist role graciously handed down to them by the system. (Barclay 2015, 29; emphasis added)

Similarly, in the documentary Barry Barclay: The Camera on the Shore (Tuckett 2009) – published post-

humously following the filmmaker’s unexpected death in 2008, and featuring footage from some of 
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his very last interviews – Barclay addressed what he believed to be a false notion over camera 

neutrality: 

You’re having yourself on if you think the camera’s neutral. And you need in a way, I believe, to look at who 

you are making the film for, and exactly what kind of truth you’re telling. (Tuckett 2009, 00:18:32-00:18:43; 

emphasis added)

These two conceptualisations – of filmmaking as metaphor making, and the camera as partisan – are 

key to our argument for the teachers in literacy classrooms to take a step back when putting the 

camera in the hands of their students. In stepping back from the praxis and process of filmmaking, 

the teacher allows their students the space and time to make their own metaphors, and decide 

exactly what kind of truth they want to tell.

Advances in affordable digital technology have made filmmaking experiences more accessible for 

young communicators and audiences: Smartphone filmmaking (see Schleser 2021), VR filmmaking 

(see Balfour et al. 2022), and video game playthroughs on YouTube, also known as Let’s Play 

videos (see Dezuanni 2020), to name but a few. However, we recognise that access to digital tech-

nology is neither universal nor democratic. In addition to those who are without access to the inter-

net and/or digital skills development opportunities, there is the so-called third level digital divide (see 

Livingstone, Mascheroni, and Stoilova 2023) – described by Van Deursen and Helsper (2015, 30) as 

‘gaps in individuals’ capacity to translate their internet access and use into favourable offline out-

comes’. We ask teachers in literacy classrooms to take a step back when allowing their students 

to create their own films, but not to go as far as leaving the classroom altogether.

Disruptive co-produced filmmaking

Over the past few years, there have been many disruptive media movements and practices by youth 

on social media outlets like TikTok, Twitter/X, YouTube and Instagram to make a stance on issues that 

matter deeply to them (Dahya and King 2020; Hauge and Rowsell 2020; Soep 2014). To give due con-

sideration of and respect for such work, we argue for the praxis over product philosophy to co-pro-

duced filmmaking which is hardly new or cutting-edge, but that needs reminding, foregrounding 

and theorising. To explore the sharp edge and disruptive snap of young people’s filmmaking, we 

turn to Sara Ahmed (2014a, 2014b, 2017) and specifically two of her conceptual threads: non-perfor-

mativity and sticky emotions. Ahmed advocates for feminism driven by intensely personal and inter-

sectional convictions that disrupt power imbalances and deeply wrought colonial, racist legacies. In 

her work, Ahmed pierces through viscous discourses and rhetoric to confront discursively and multi-

modally couched racism, homophobia, transphobia and sexism. In her words, ‘feminist and antiracist 

consciousness involves not just finding the words, but through the words, how they point, realising 

how violence is directed: violence is directed toward some bodies more than others’ (Ahmed 2017, 

34). Children and young people sense, feel and acknowledge how violence is directed, typically 

experienced through and in the things that they make (Ehret 2018).

There are ‘lip service moments’ as a part of gatekeeping or teaching in school that students recog-

nise as precisely that, a statement with no real actions behind it. These moments sometimes happen 

when administrators or teachers say something to cover policies such as bullying or intolerance with 

no real intention of doing what they say they will do. Ahmed calls moments like this across varied 

contexts as non-performatives. An example is the number of times wokeism is referred during far- 

right speeches to debunk woke agendas. That is, in saying woke or wokeism (i.e. a social and political 

movement for social justice, inclusion and equality), non-woke believers limit the impact of a woke 

initiative that challenges racism, sexism and other forms of oppression. That is, wokeism is not (yet) a 

reality in many places and contexts and in stating that they are an accepted thing and taken-for- 

granted means that performing social justice can be done when the conditions are not necessarily 

in place to do so. As Ahmed expresses it, the fact that the discourse does not perform is the whole 

point: what it says is not what it intends (Ahmed 2006, 116). In fact, ‘naming can be a way of not 
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bringing something into effect’ (Ahmed 2012, 117). Ahmed’s work on non-performativity (2006, 

2012) ties in well with Barclay’s discussion of the emergence of indigenous filmmaking and 

filmmakers in the New Zealand mainstream, in which he uses the analogy of ‘the new noble 

savage […] shown off in the drawing rooms of the white world’ (2015, 27): 

… the majority culture is pleased to fund one or two [Māori filmmakers] from time to time. But when you turn 

into a difficult native, the drawing room is likely to clear fast. (Barclay 2015, 27)

We think that perhaps filmmaking offers children and young people a process to elucidate and 

anchor voices that are often silenced for being perceived as difficult (or asking difficult questions). 

In short, media-making can be a way of pushing against non-performatives.

There is a stickiness of affect in the reported film projects that we foreground; rather than a 

detailed deconstruction or dissection of modal effects, we are much more concerned with modal 

praxis and affect. As Ahmed (2014b) explains, the doing of emotions ‘is bound up with the sticky 

relation between signs and bodies: emotions work by working through signs and on bodies to mate-

rialise the surfaces and boundaries that are lived as worlds’ (191). Emotions adhere to ideas, activities, 

policies and they become saturated – sticky – with affect. This stickiness illustrates how ‘emotions 

“matter” for politics; emotions show us how power shapes the very surface of bodies as well as 

worlds’ (12). With all of the foregrounded research below, we worked with children, young 

people and adults as bodies moving with/through/by means of signs. Emotions adhere to visuals, 

objects, stances, music in a viscous blend of co-production praxis. Structured from more formal, 

maybe operational school film work (e.g. film as high aesthetic form) across a spectrum to quite 

open, free, contemporary and untethered film work, we hope that the reader understands the quali-

tative differences that we present of filmmaking experiences.

Filmmaking as living literacies

Literacy research can come alive through conversations, sharing, co-composing practices and step-

ping back from the distanced observer in research sites to document what people do. The intent of 

living literacies is to take an active stance on research processes when everyone in a project changes 

during a research process. To be engaged, fully present, and together, filmmaking can lead to this 

kind of co-construction from the bottom-up focusing on praxis over product. The driving force of 

a living literacies approach to teaching and research is the doing of literacy or literacy as a verb 

(Pahl and Rowsell 2020) and that assembles people, their habits, ruling passions (Barton and Hamil-

ton 1998), their co-produced practices and pathways into filmmaking to produce a film.

Literacy has lived properties tied with seeing, creating, hoping, disrupting, knowing and making. 

Each of these verbs ignites a praxis of filmmaking that encourages filmmakers to co-produce iden-

tity-laden moving image texts (e.g. visually mediating a community in a certain way by foreground-

ing a visual combined with music). As literacy researchers who apply film methods, we find that 

literacy comes alive when working alongside young and old filmmakers. Stepping back and 

moving away from well-worn framings of literacy as an object of study toward a view of literacy 

that implies strands of living literacies (as seeing, creating, hoping, disrupting, knowing and 

making) animates literacy teaching. Filmmaking is well-suited to a living literacies approach 

because in making films children and young people can mediate their thoughts, convictions and dis-

ruptions beyond the restrictions and boundaries of words. Ryan successfully made a case in 2020 for 

the development and implementation of a new ‘Practice based PhD’ option in the University of 

Sheffield’s Faculty of Social Science based upon this principle. Doctoral students based in a Social 

Sciences department can now incorporate film, music, poetry, prose and other creative artefacts 

within their thesis, so long as those artefacts either serve a key illustrative purpose or embody the 

research project’s methodology in a substantive manner (University of Sheffield 2022).

A living literacies approach deconstructs visible, frequently colonial privilege and recognises 

how knowledge production structures from the global north inadequately account for the ways 
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in which knowledge is produced and recognised. Film work allows for this type of breaking down of 

disciplinary categories and conventions and also allows for a negotiating and blending of filmmakers 

bound by the narrative. Both of us anchor film work in communities and see film work as emergent. 

Work by indigenous scholars has moved us into ways of de-centring mainstream white middle-class 

narratives (Smith, Tuck, and Yang 2019). Co-production and collaboration allow people to become 

the definers, not the defined, of their worlds. Film as the centre of this practice pays attention to how 

these nuances surface new conceptualisations of literacies, including the felt literacies of neighbour-

hoods (Kinloch 2015) and ways of knowing that are neither written nor oral but something in 

between across gestural, visual, oral and written modes (Finnegan 2015).

Methodological matters

This article is built on our own positionality as researchers who have incorporated visual and film- 

based approaches to research. We have adopted the use of autoethnographic narrative vignettes 

(Rådesjö 2017) to provide what Pitard refers to as ‘a wide-angle lens with a focus on the social 

and cultural aspects of the personal, revealing multiple layers of awareness, to understand the 

experience as lived’ (2016, para. 9). We have both selected particular moments of our careers as 

researchers-who-use-film that we feel illuminate the sort of changes we would like to see in the 

way filmmaking is both taught and used in the literacy classroom. We have chosen vignette meth-

odology for this paper as it ‘offers ways to connect research with practice’ in a manner that is often 

transformative (Skilling and Stylianides 2020, 541). Subsequently, each vignette ends with a brief 

‘Connecting with Practice’ section, where we present our key takeaways from the process of reflec-

tion. We are mindful that it is not always ethically feasible to directly represent the voices of children 

and young people in research (Vignette 2 provides a particularly good example of this). However, if 

these experiences are never written down and shared, an opportunity to share our learning (and to 

learn from readers’ responses to these reflections in-turn) is lost. By using vignettes, we have been 

able to compare and contrast our varied experiences of film in different educational and cultural con-

texts – in a manner which comprehensively considers the ethical challenges and sensitivities of 

doing research which involves children and young people (Skilling and Stylianides 2020, 543).

In the vignettes that follow, we revisit film research over the past decade that informs our argu-

ment in this article. Even though Jennifer has incorporated film as a part of her research process for 

many years, she maintains that she is not a filmmaker; not in any classical sense of what a filmmaker 

is, does, and represents. To her, film is relational and a means to co-produce together and to sit next 

to young people figuratively and concretely speaking. On the other hand, Ryan does refer to himself 

as a filmmaker, but reluctantly so. Having never received formal training on how to make a film, he 

considers himself to be a self-taught filmmaker. Ryan still feels he sits on the margins as filmmaking 

as an art form, as many self-taught artists do (see Post 2017). Both authors fear that they might be 

perceived by others who specialise in filmmaking as epistemic trespassers; people who lack the 

necessary competence in a particular area but feel compelled to pass judgement on their peers 

nonetheless (Ballantyne 2019).

The series of vignettes that follow draw on Ryan and Jennifer’s discussions about their respective 

experiences of working alongside young people filmmaking, illustrating how filmmaking can 

provide relational, sharing spaces that align with a living literacies approach.

Our reflective vignettes: ‘Filmmaking as living literacies’

Vignette 1: filmmaking as documentation

This first vignette presents a simple way to incorporate film into learning by filming to document 

children’s meaning making. In this instance, two researchers (Jennifer and her co-researcher) 

filmed nine- and ten-year-olds as they planned and completed movement tableaux of their 
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science content. From 2016 until 2018, Jennifer conducted a research study with collaborator Glenys 

McQueen-Fuentes in a Niagara school with year three students (aged 9–10). As part of a SSHRC 

Insight Development grant called Community Arts Zone, Jennifer and Glenys collaborated with the 

teacher on a unit of study that was not explicitly about film, but instead followed the science curri-

culum. Rather than teaching science content through direct teaching or reading and writing content, 

children learned about scientific processes and principles through movement exercises. Katherine 

(pseudonym), the year three teacher, was clear from the outset of the research that she was 

under pressure to complete provincial curricular content and objectives and that we had to work 

within her programme, so we chose science and specifically the respiratory and digestive systems 

as the subject for our movement work.

Over two weeks, Jennifer and Glenys observed Katherine’s classes, documented what happened 

in lessons, student dynamics and personalities, and how children occupied the classroom space. In 

this way it was less of an ethnography and more of an exploration of practice that led into action 

research. We thought of it as action research because Glenys taught alongside Katherine and Jenni-

fer and Glenys took turns writing up fieldnotes. By the third week of the observations, we led ses-

sions on movement. For context, Glenys trained with Jacques Lecoq who was a movement expert 

in Paris. From the Lecoq method, Glenys learned that movement is a universal language and that 

children (before entering school) are entirely comfortable with it, but once they reach school age 

and they are socialised into school rites and practices like sitting at desks and lining up, movement 

is much less prominent, and children become less ‘fluent’ in it.

During our six weeks of fieldwork in Frontier school (pseudonym), Jennifer and Glenys worked 

with children to think about movement as meaning making and as communication that sits some-

where between language and bodies. Connecting with living literacies, the movement work gave 

children a way of seeing their science content in a very different, more expansive way and the move-

ment work also disrupted a sense that language is the only way to communicate.

Katherine, students and the researchers created long lists of active verbs based on the circulatory 

or digestive system. Then, students in small groups (3–5), chose any five of the listed verbs for their 

group, and using their whole bodies, translated each ‘circulation-or digestion-based’ verb into a 

‘frozen picture’ or tableau that were stages of the circulation or digestive process. For example, 

for digestion, some of the most popular verbs were: chew, swallow, disintegrate, squeeze and 

expel. Students completed tableaux of digestive processes and they each created a short film that 

charted out their tableaux before connecting the tableaux through movement (as seen in Figure 1).

The movement work hinged on active verbs that children mimicked. Moving to verbs like chew, 

swallow, circulate, etc invited children to embody scientific processes. Rather than saying or mem-

orising scientific concepts and processes, children acted them out as verb chains to inspire close 

analysis beyond words and more traditional framings. After filming their movement work and 

tableaux, we all watched the footage and children were able to see their science content in a 

different way. What you see in Figure 1 are a series of visuals that capture children standing in 

Figure 1. Filming movement tableaux.
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quiet contemplation; then, acting out respiratory processes; then, pretending that they are in the 

middle of the process; and finally, composing their own tableaux of the respiratory cycle.

This brief glimpse into movement and embodied research illustrates ways that film can be woven 

into teaching as more documentation than producing a short film. Children were accustomed to 

seeing me film them or Glenys taking photos or filming to capture particular movements. In this 

way, films were naturalistic and a part of all lessons. There are ethical issues here as there are 

with all research. During the research, ethics was a part of every discussion and became a living 

ethics protocol that needed to be revisited, negotiated and agreed-upon with each phase.

As a living literacy, filmmaking as documentation is a form of seeing, disrupting and hoping. Film-

making can be a lens to understand embodied productions. Artistic and embodied forms allow 

viewers to see meanings in an alternative form. In the case of this research, it is an artistic form 

that is situated and collectively produced in a group.

Connecting with Practice: Filmmaking can serve to track key learning moments. As a reflective 

lens on meaningful moments, naturalistic filming captures what is enacted when pedagogy is filled 

with possibility. Filmmaking as documentation gives teaching an emergent quality and a chance for 

children to decide if they want to be filmed and if they do, how and to what end?

Vignette 2: filmmaking as youth-informed

In March 2019, during my (Ryan’s) Doctoral fieldwork placement at the West Yorkshire based social 

enterprise and media organisation, Kirklees Local TV, I led a series of three filmmaking workshops at a 

local school (see Bramley 2021, 153). These workshops were built in to a broader film project, ‘Wind-

rush: The Years After  – A Community Legacy on Film’: led by Kirklees Local TV, who had received a 

grant from the UK’s National Lottery Heritage Fund to ‘how the intersectionality of race, class and 

gender influence the every-day reality of being Black in Britain’ (Brown and Nicholson 2021, 109). 

Working alongside Heather Norris Nicholson – an oral historian and academic who has also 

written about British Women amateur filmmaking as a recreational and visual practice (Motrescu- 

Mayes and Nicholson 2018) – we trained a small group of 12–14 year-old Black students in basic 

videography and production skills. In parallel to the filmmaking training, we also set each pupil a 

homework task: to talk with members of their family about their heritage and identity, and come 

up with an idea for a short film that could be realistically recorded, on school grounds, during the 

final workshop.

We purposely kept the film brief relatively vague: the theme of the short film had to be related to 

the Windrush Generation in some shape or form, but beyond that, the students were told that they 

could essentially film whatever – and however – they wanted. Rather than filming the students 

myself (as the visiting artist), I encouraged the students to operate the camera and audio recording 

equipment themselves, inspired by the principles of the Participatory Video approach often used by 

collaborative ethnographers (Miño Puga 2018; Richardson 2022). The films the young participants 

recorded during the third and final workshop were creatively and thematically diverse: one pupil 

chose a poem that they felt related to them; another wrote a poem specifically for their film. One 

of the participants brought their parents in to be interviewed about their family history on 

camera. There was even an impromptu dance from one of the students during the second workshop 

(where we were testing the cameras); the dancing pupil insisted that we include this as one of the 

final films, and so we did.

However, not all of the students’ requests were granted. These Windrush films were not meant to 

be shared with the general public. However, we did originally intend to also show these films to the 

rest of the school, as a means of sharing the participants’ experiences with both their fellow students 

and their teachers; this is something that the participants themselves were keen on doing. Unfortu-

nately, rather than being shown in a school-wide assembly, the school hosted the first (and only) 

screening of these films in a small meeting room, with only the young filmmakers themselves and 

a few members of senior leadership staff in attendance. Once the final film had ended, the adults 
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in the room left almost immediately; whilst they praised the students for the films they had made – 

often ‘nodding’, which Ahmed describes as a non-performative act (2019) – there was no space or 

time for further discussion.

I did not write about the school film screening in my thesis; perhaps I lacked the courage, or the 

conviction, to do so. I write about it now because even though three and a half years have passed 

since those workshops, I still feel angry that the films did not get the audience that the young 

filmmakers wanted. In order for filmmaking to be truly youth-informed, the young filmmakers 

should get to choose who does (and does not) see what they have created. Carefully considering 

who gets to see youth-produced film is important; Pahl and Pool give a cautionary tale of a film 

they made that including young people’s commentaries on a library service in Rotherham, which 

was deemed important by the local deputy Head for Libraries, but subsequently laughed at by an 

academic audience at a screening in London (2017, 249–250). Whilst the young people’s Windrush 

films were not laughed at, the response from the audience was a non-performative one. Ahmed 

views non-performativity as one of the methods ‘used to try to stop someone from complaining, 

which is also about trying to contain the data of that complaint’ (2019, para. 22). By nodding 

during the films and then quickly leaving afterwards, there was no space or time for a discussion 

of how the themes of the Windrush films could be explored further – the very themes that the 

young filmmakers felt were lacking from the curriculum (see Bramley 2021, 153).

Connecting with practice: Engaging children and young people in filmmaking presents rich 

developmental opportunities for living literacies, but we should consider giving these young 

filmmakers – or rather, communicators – a say on who gets to see their films and where. After all, 

‘the art of programme making’ is more than just holding a camera (Barclay 2015, 29).

Vignette 3: filmmaking as disruptive and provocative

Our third vignette takes place in a secondary school and it features a filmmaking model that sits and 

sticks through provocation and disruption. From 2011 until 2013, I (Jennifer) conducted an ethno-

graphic research study in a secondary school in the Toronto area with an English and media 

studies teacher and department head. It was an ethnographic perspective (Bloome and Green 

2015) in that I conducted fieldwork one day a week over 8 weeks for both the autumn and spring 

terms. Ultimately, this does not amount to enough time to have an in-depth understanding 

about the school’s culture and this teacher’s pedagogy. Nonetheless, over two years, I got to 

know Ellie (pseudonym) well and had a rapport with her two groups of students (15 students/ 

year over the two years). Adopting collaborative ethnography as outlined by Lassiter (2005a), I delib-

erately and explicitly got to know Ellie and her students and frequently Ellie and I co-taught classes 

on a variety of topics and text genres. Unlike Lassiter (2005a), I was unable to have a sustained, pro-

longed collaboration in the classroom, however, I observed and co-taught with Ellie enough to 

develop a sense of her priorities and teaching philosophy and I got to know a few students well 

over the course of conversations and watching them produce short films. Over the two years, I 

worked with Ellie on five units of study: (1) critical voices on fashion; (2) from memes to movies; 

(3) the journalistic voice; (4) visualising life and (5) product rants. This vignette explores the final 

unit on a short video two young people produced as a critique about fashion and hair styles. Ellie 

called this assignment a product rant. I remember three rants in particular having had conversations 

with each pair of students: one about how expensive trainers are; another one about mobile phones 

and not banning them; and, the spotlighted one in this section about the lack of diversity of hair 

styles in fashion magazines – particularly an absence of iconic hairstyles like afros or afro-textured 

hairdos.

To conduct the research, I took ethnographic fieldnotes and interviewed focal case study students 

at the end of each school year. Ethics and the ethical process were ongoing and iterative especially as 

we moved through each unit of study because each one had varying degrees of personal infor-

mation shared and they visualised lives and subjectivities which demanded conversational 
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consent. As an adult and a researcher, I occupied a particular position with some degree of power 

and what Lassiter describes as ‘a particular angle of vision’ (Lassiter 2005b, 105), so it seemed impor-

tant throughout my journey with Ellie and her students to ask questions and to problematise experi-

ences so that everyone felt at ease. It is unrealistic and misrepresentative to say that we were all on 

equal footing, but students were comfortable enough with me being around after a few visits to 

voice their concerns, questions and discuss alternatives.

The unit started with viewing activities of unboxing videos and product rants on YouTube. Ellie 

described rant videos as multimodal compositions about products that are critically framed by the 

writer or filmmaker. Rant videos resemble unboxing videos in that they describe products, but 

there is more of a stepping back and critiquing them. Ellie has a gift for drawing out students 

and during this activity, students spoke quite freely about if a rant was successful or not and if 

they were sufficiently convinced. After viewing, students then scripted their short films, collected 

assets and mapped out content. From my funding, I was able to buy flip cameras (no longer in pro-

duction, flip cameras were small, inexpensive hand-held cameras) that pairs of students used to 

make their rants (there were 6 pairs and one group of three). Each pair was given an assignment 

brief and after writing up their scripts, they then found a place inside the classroom, in the 

school, or around the school grounds to film their rant. I want to briefly consider a short video by 

two year 10 students, Sumaya and Kiara (pseudonyms), who produced a short video about hair 

and specifically, the types of hair and hair styles that fashion magazines privilege over others. The 

film began with both females facing the viewer to say: 

in the fashion and entertainment industry, it is known that hair should be a specific way. Every hairstyle says 

something unique about a person, but there are often hidden stereotypes. For instance, when do you ever 

see a Black woman with an afro? [the other female student jumped in the frame to say] NEVER (See Figure 2

for visual of this moment).

The short film told us a lot about Sumaya and Kiara. First of all, it had energy, passion and fire to it 

and they recognised how to clearly identify images in magazines that were white heteronormative 

renderings of what hair should look like and they were equally able to identify the opposite – images 

that represent diverse voices and other versions of beauty and the cultural and social significance of 

hair styles. Scanning the fashion magazines that Ellie brought in (Vogue, Elle, Cosmopolitan, etc.), 

rarely did Sumaya and Kiara see themselves or their cultures promoted. To offer this honest and 

raw perspective on the lack of diversity in aesthetics, fashion, and style, Sumaya and Kiara look 

straight at the viewer to create equality between the audience and themselves. They present a 

tall, thin, White model with blond, blunt hair and juxtapose the image with a second image of a 

tall, thin, Black model with an Afro. It is a short film, only three minutes long, and their scripted 

talk is equal between the two speakers. The film has a naturalistic feel to it with noises in the 

hallway and laughter from other students but their voices are clear and forceful.

This vignette adheres to a living literacies approach by using film as a way for students to make a 

stance, be provocative, and disrupt norms, power, and control. A living literacies approach attends to 

the production of knowledge and this example illustrates how two young women produce knowl-

edge by disrupting what popular culture and fashion say that they should be. They want their audi-

ence to see fashion in a different way and to disrupt the idea that there is only one story to what 

beauty and fashion can be. It is about the literacies of dissent which are rooted in a disruptive 

approach to the production of knowledge. These types of literacy practices are inherently dialogic, 

creative and disruptive.

Connecting with Practice: Film can be used with students to disrupt and to be activist in nature 

and purpose. Sometimes it is not possible to offer assignments that agree, support, and advocate 

ideas and creating a space in your classroom for disruption and what Ranciere (2010) calls disensus 

recognises that children and young people need a space to disagree and assert their voice. The idea 

of dissensus, from Ranciere (2010), can enable an understanding of art as a space of difference, a 

rupture in the settled norms of everyday life.
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Concluding thoughts

We hope that our reflections on our work as sort-of filmmakers – working with young people or, to 

borrow Barclay’s term, young communicators (2015) – encourages teachers in literacy classrooms to 

create space for their students to learn through and with filmmaking as both praxis and process. 

Enabling young communicators to not only capture the everyday through film, but to edit their 

films too, allows them to create metaphors from their experiences. Equally as important in our 

view is youth filmmaking’s potential to reimagine (rather than reinforce) stereotypical – and often 

negative – representations of young people. When given agency in a filmmaking process, young 

communicators are encouraged to think critically: to ask why certain emotions and sentiments 

stick to certain people, and the nature of filmmaking as sticky situatedness. Filmmaking allows us 

to consider how these sticky affects shape the way that people experience the world around them.

We believe that filmmaking in literacy classrooms should go beyond Filmmaking as Documen-

tation (Vignette 1) wherever possible; Filmmaking as Youth-Informed (Vignette 2) allows communica-

tors to consider who they are – not only in relation to their peers and surroundings, but in relation to 

the camera itself, and the modes of artistic expression it enables. Young communicators should be 

given the equipment, the training, and perhaps most importantly, the space to make their own filmic 

metaphors. Filmmaking as Youth-Informed (Vignette 2) goes some way towards achieving this, but 

only if the wishes of the young communicators are fully respected and, where possible, granted 

by the adults in the room. Better still, Filmmaking as Disruptive and Provocative (Vignette 3) 

removes the necessity for young communicators to negotiate what they can and cannot do with 

their teachers – thus freeing them up to have those difficult, formative, and even transformative dis-

cussions with one another.

We end this piece by returning to Barry Barclay’s conceptualisations of filmmaking, which con-

tinue to resonate with us. As the constitution of Te Manu Aute – the national organisation of 

Māori communicators (of which Barclay was a core and founding member) – declares: 

Every culture has a right and a responsibility to present its own culture to its own people. That responsibility is so 

fundamental it cannot be left in the hands of outsiders, nor be usurped by them. (Barclay 2015, 7)

Jennifer and Ryan might never understand why a young filmmaker makes the choices that they do: 

why moments stick during the production, and why practices sit within and beyond the filmmaking 

event. After all, that film was not made for us; it was made for them.

Figure 2. A disruptive filmmaking moment.
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