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 This paper explores the use of 
 movie-making as a tool for language 
 learning, through informal action research 
 cycles. The piece will describe a mini-unit in 
 which students develop original short movies 
 within a communicative English class, and it 
 will reflect on the refinements made in the 
 light of teacher observations. Naturally, these 
 were classes where students were learning 
 English. Therefore, the focus was not on 
 producing films of a professional standard so 
 much as using the movie-making process as 
 an engaging way to learn and practice 
 authentic English communication. 
 Consequently, the mechanics of script 
 writing, directing, or editing were not taught 
 in detail. The activities in these lessons 
 instead embraced a DIY ethic where students 
 learned by observing and then mimicking the 
 professionals' endeavors on the screen. 
 However, classroom tasks were carefully 
 structured to highlight the practical 
 production processes and language features 
 the students should reproduce to create 
 successful work. Thus, the paper will also 
 investigate a learning style biased more 
 toward learning through action and 
 observation than explicit teacher instruction. 

 To give some background, I was 
 teaching a Media English course that focused 
 on using English to produce media outputs 
 rather than one that analyzed media artifacts. 
 Hence, it was practical and communicative, 

 focusing on discussions and communicative 
 activities. One area of media I had always 
 been enthusiastic about was movies, and it 
 seemed that my students were also 
 interested in the format, as they often 
 discussed movies in class. However, the 
 media course had no specific movie section, 
 even though it seemed like an ideal topic to 
 stimulate student interest and provide a vast 
 source of authentic communicative English. 

 There are many documented benefits 
 of movie use in the classroom, including 
 students' exposure to natural language in an 
 appropriate cultural context. A study by 
 Kabooha (2016) found that by using movies, 
 students could learn how proficient English 
 speakers "initiate and sustain a 
 conversational exchange, negotiate 
 meaning, and nonverbal communication" (p. 
 254). Thus, movies can help students 
 navigate the gulf between their experiences 
 of English in the classroom and the English 
 they encounter in real-life situations, with its 
 wide variety of accents/dialects, pacing and 
 colloquial expressions. Studies have shown 
 that exposure to movies can increase student 
 motivation and interest in L2 culture (Baratta 
 & Jones, 2008; Kaiser, 2011; Zhang, 2013). 
 Moreover, movies help students improve 
 vocabulary, listening skills, and critical 
 thinking as long as the films are paired with 
 pedagogically sound tasks to encourage 
 these abilities (Curtis, 2007; Goctu, 2017; 
 Ismaili, 2013). 

 With these benefits in mind, I set out 
 to create a film unit consisting of three 
 mini-units. The first two sections were based 
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 on film reviews, which taught students useful 
 descriptive and colloquial vocabulary. The 
 movie review sections practiced this lexis 
 with discussions that promoted student 
 autonomy by allowing learners to self-select 
 content. The students enjoyed the activities 
 and assimilated the language, which 
 improved their communicative ability 
 incrementally. For the third section, I wanted 
 to focus on language production by creating 
 a movie-related output. I experimented with 
 various formats, such as movie trailers and 
 “sweded” film versions (where students 
 created a short, unedited, and comical take 
 on an existing film). However, I felt these 
 formats were not able to support and 
 reinforce the learning of previous sections 
 satisfactorily. The film reviews in sections one 
 and two focused on narrative movies, 
 whereas the trailers and the sweded versions 
 are promotional tools and reinterpretations 
 or parodies, respectively. Consequently, this 
 final section did not allow students to 
 practice the language and understanding 
 gleaned from the film review sections as 
 cumulatively as I wished. 

 The creation of original short movies 
 with students seemed like a more natural 
 conclusion to the unit. However, having no 
 movie-making experience, I was unsure of 
 what to teach the students. Nonetheless, an 
 approach I had used for other topics was to 
 have students learn from professionals in the 
 given field. I would choose exemplary 
 content within the desired format and guide 
 learners to extract the features that made the 
 example successful. The students then 
 mimicked these effective verbal and 
 non-verbal techniques to produce their own 
 original work. However, it proved surprisingly 
 difficult to find good examples of short 
 movies to use as models for students. The 
 films needed to be readily available and 
 short, ideally with a maximum length of five 
 to six minutes, as well as containing 
 appropriate content. While many short films 
 were freely available on YouTube, for 
 example, the ones I found were either too 

 long or contained unsuitable material for the 
 classroom. 

 Nevertheless, I was determined to 
 explore this idea of the short movie project, 
 as I was convinced it would be an effective 
 way to complete the film unit and also 
 solidify the learning of the Media English 
 course. Therefore, I persevered until I found 
 enough suitable examples to create this short 
 movie-making unit. This paper will now 
 describe the iterative creation of the 
 materials and their implementation, as well 
 as reflect on the unit's refinements and the 
 overall effectiveness of these explorations. 

 The Movie-Making Unit 
 This unit was created for classes of 

 second-year English majors with 16 – 24 
 members of pre-intermediate to 
 intermediate level (from around TOEFL ITP 
 450 or CEFR B1), which met for two 
 90-minute lessons each week. All the 
 students used iPads and had access to Wi-Fi. 
 This unit took around six to eight classes, 
 plus homework. However, these students had 
 previous experience with project-based tasks 
 and video production. Therefore, an extra 
 two to four lessons for the movie production 
 phase might be necessary for students 
 without this type of knowledge. Alternatively, 
 learners could be given a foundational task, 
 such as the production of a video diary or 
 video introduction (of a favorite thing or 
 place), for example. The short movie course 
 outlined in this paper was developed over 
 five years until I changed institutions and 
 ceased teaching the course. The following 
 sections describe the details of how the 
 lessons and activities were implemented. 

 In the first lesson, I introduced 
 students to short movies using the film  Vicky 
 and Sam  (Rocha, 2010), which is somewhat 
 longer than five minutes. Nonetheless, it 
 illustrated so many points about the nature of 
 short movies and the creative process that it 
 proved invaluable. The first point I wanted 
 students to understand was that short movies 
 are not just truncated "Hollywood" movies. 
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 Short movies usually have an unusual 
 concept or striking set-up that drives the 
 movie's storytelling rather than relying on 
 special effects or famous actors. Therefore, 
 the genre can be accessible to anyone with a 
 camera phone and a good idea. The other 
 key point was that a short movie still needs a 
 narrative arc: a beginning, a middle and an 
 end.  Vicky and Sam  clearly illustrated these 
 points and depicted the creative process in 
 an engaging and relatable manner, as will be 
 described in the next section. 

 I used an observation quiz to 
 foreground relevant structural elements 
 exemplified by the movie and help students 
 focus on the film while enjoying a 
 competitive activity. The class was divided 
 into groups of four. After viewing the film, 
 learners were asked 10 questions (Figure 1), 
 with the fastest correct answer earning points 
 for their group. 

 After the quiz, the story was reviewed 
 to ensure the students had understood the 
 key points illustrated by the film. In the 
 movie, the main characters are writing a 
 screenplay in a diner. As the writers discuss 
 the plot, the lead characters from their story 
 enter the diner. Next, the lead characters 
 start acting out the writers' suggestions in 
 real-time, and the story unfolds on two 
 levels. This contrivance was highlighted and 
 discussed with students to give them a 
 concrete example of how a reality-bending 
 concept can drive novelty and increase 
 impact. The film also modeled the writing 
 process by depicting the writers discussing, 
 rejecting, and accepting ideas rather than 
 showing a single person sitting alone at a 
 keyboard. This feature was underlined and 
 discussed with learners, and I specifically 
 encouraged them to copy this approach 
 when creating ideas for their films. I believe 
 this step was crucial in making the lessons 
 enjoyable, interactive and task-based. 
 Furthermore, through the movie, the 
 students had this fun yet focused, 
 collaborative process modeled for them. 

 Vicky and Sam  is an excellent model 
 of the creative process for short 
 movie-making. However, I wanted to give 
 students examples of storytelling and 
 language patterns from different styles, 
 genres, and cultures. To provide learners with 
 the maximum exposure in the minimum 
 amount of time, I opted to split the students 
 into small groups and allocate one short film 
 to each team from the following selection: 
 Happy Sushi  (Green, 2010),  The Right Place 
 (Sekine, 2005),  A Thousand Words  (Chung, 
 2008),  The Plan  (Kalish, 2010) and  The 
 Elevator  (Glienna, 2010). The movies would 
 then later be shared in a quiz activity. Each of 
 these movies was chosen based on the 
 criteria that they were available on YouTube, 
 were around five minutes or less, and would 
 be interesting for the students. The final 
 feature is, of course, subjective. Still, within 
 this criterion, I tried to choose films that I 
 personally liked, that had an impact (either 
 conceptually or comically), and either 
 contained interesting language or could 
 challenge students to use language 
 thoughtfully in discussing the movie. 

 Each group watched their film and 
 then created a short observation quiz in the 
 style of the one modeled by the V  icky and 
 Sam  activity in Figure 1. This task directed 
 students' attention to salient features of the 
 movies while practicing listening, writing, and 
 speaking engagingly. The students' 
 observation quizzes could sometimes seem 
 trivial; however, many learners still detected 
 deeper structural and linguistic techniques in 
 the movies, as demonstrated when the 
 learners discussed the short films in more 
 detail later in the process. It appeared to be 
 the close attention required to play the quiz 
 activity that helped students absorb the 
 valuable characteristics. 
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 Figure 1 

 Vicky and Sam Quiz 
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 Figure 2 

 Worksheet: Student Short Movie Quizzes 

 Students used the worksheet in Figure 
 2 to locate the videos and write their 
 questions. I used Google Classroom to 
 distribute the materials. However, the activity 
 could be managed with paper worksheets by 
 asking the students to search the movie titles 
 on YouTube using their smartphones. 

 If there was time at the end of the 
 lesson, I led a class discussion on the movies, 
 asking students which movie they liked and 
 encouraging them to elaborate on the 
 positive and negative points. The students 
 were usually quite enthusiastic in this 
 discussion as many had never seen these 
 kinds of movies before. Consequently, 
 learners were typically curious and offered 
 interesting perspectives on the movies, 
 frequently giving unique or novel 
 interpretations of the content. 

 In the second lesson, students 
 analyzed the movies more thoroughly in a 
 group discussion and an individual 
 homework task. I found that combining 
 individual and group work was more 
 successful, with students creating a higher 
 volume of quality ideas and observations. 
 Students began with the two-part worksheet 
 illustrated in Figure 3. 

 First, learners were allocated to 
 groups of four, and then there was a 
 warm-up activity to prepare students for their 
 English discussion. Next, students were given 
 roles in each group, as described on the 
 worksheet. I discovered that the added 
 responsibility focused students' attention on 
 the task and encouraged participation. 
 Figure 3 is a shared Google Doc with a text 
 box provided for each group to write their 
 answers. Consequently, the opinions of each 
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 team were gathered together in one place 
 and could be reviewed conveniently in the 
 next stage. After the discussions, the 
 spokesperson from each group outlined their 
 answers to the class, and I asked questions or 
 gave comments to help expand the 
 explanations. 

 Next, students were shuffled into their 
 final movie production groups and watched 
 examples of previous students' movies (some 
 of the highest-graded and most popular films 
 of previous classes). This exercise really 
 helped motivate students and stimulated 
 their imaginations by seeing what peers had 
 achieved. Naturally, students must consent 
 to the use of their movies, so it took a few 
 cycles to build up a stock of good example 
 videos. However, this step undoubtedly 
 improved the unit's effectiveness, so in my 
 experience, this element proved 
 indispensable. While building this stock, I 
 used additional professional short movies, 
 which were a valuable stop-gap. 
 Alternatively, finding examples of student 
 short movie projects online might be 
 possible. 

 After watching the example student 
 videos, the groups conducted a discussion 
 similar to that in Figure 3, but with an 
 alternative final question: "Did you get any 
 ideas from the student movies that you want 
 to use in your own movie (language, story or 
 production)?" Finally, for homework, 
 students were given a worksheet, Figure 4, 
 where they could consolidate their ideas 
 individually. Students then copied and 
 pasted their answers from the individual 
 worksheet into a shared document, which I 
 edited and distributed to the class before 
 they began creating their movies. 

 In the third lesson, I gave students the 
 project instructions sheet, Figure 5, and the 
 edited version of the shared document from 

 the homework task. Students could choose 
 from four predetermined roles within their 
 group (lead writer, director, editor, 
 fixer/facilitator). In the first instantiation of 
 this project, I did not define these specific 
 roles but just emphasized that these activities 
 were crucial to complete the movie. 
 Gradually, it became clear that designated 
 roles would enable students to converge on 
 the task. In addition, it seemed to help 
 students develop skills in a particular area 
 and become increasingly invested in the 
 project. However, it also proved vital to 
 remind students of the first video,  Vicky and 
 Sam  , illustrating the collaborative, 
 overlapping nature of the movie production 
 process. Otherwise, students could tend to 
 become siloed in their roles and forget the 
 need to communicate continuously in English 
 to complete the task effectively. 

 I gave students the remainder of 
 Lesson 3 to begin planning their movies, in 
 English, while I spoke to each group 
 individually, helping them brainstorm or 
 develop ideas. Groups were each given a 
 template document for their notes (to plan 
 their storyline, script, locations, camera 
 angles, and music). Students used these 
 documents to prepare a rough outline, which 
 they presented to the teacher informally in 
 the next lesson. When the project was 
 initially developed, I gave students a 
 storyboard document to detail ideas for each 
 of their main scenes. However, during the 
 COVID-19 pandemic, teaching this element 
 over Zoom became impractical, so I cut this 
 part of the process, which ultimately 
 appeared to have no detrimental effect on 
 the quality of movies produced. Therefore, 
 after this experience, I permanently 
 discontinued this practice. 
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 Figure 3 

 Worksheet: Successful Features of Movies 
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 Figure 4 

 Worksheet: Individual Analysis of Movies 
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 Figure 5 

 Short Movie Project Instructions 
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 An enduring part of this lesson, 
 though, was to give learners the project 
 grading rubric (Figure 6). The idea was to 
 direct students’ efforts to the fundamental 
 language and movie production features 
 needed to produce high-quality movies. I 
 concluded that the rubric and the discussions 
 of good short movie features, along with the 
 example student videos, were perhaps the 
 most critical elements in enabling students to 
 produce successful short movies in a 
 relatively short period. 

 At this stage, I reminded students that 
 all their story elements did not yet need to 
 be finalized, as some details could be 
 resolved during filming or editing. 
 Nevertheless, it was crucial to keep students 
 focused on deadlines and ensure they 
 scheduled enough time for each production 
 phase. After Lesson 3, there was one more 
 class to check students' outlines and develop 
 their plans (Lesson 4). Then, the groups 
 began their filming as a homework 
 assignment. 

 If this project was attempted with 
 students who were inexperienced with video 
 production and project-based learning, then 
 the teacher could schedule between two and 
 four extra classes here to allow learners to 
 develop their stories under greater 
 supervision. The teacher could help the 
 students create a shooting schedule/plan 
 and allow lesson time for filming, if 
 appropriate. A further possibility could be to 
 build a rehearsal into the activities, where 
 each group demonstrates and explains their 
 story in a live-action role-play before they 
 commence the filming, with the teacher 
 giving feedback on the students' efforts. 

 For these experienced groups, I 
 scheduled the shooting period to coincide 
 with a break from classes, such as the winter 
 vacation, to give students more time and 
 freedom to work on the project. After the 
 break, the groups began the editing process 
 in the classroom in Lesson 5. The edits could 
 have been conducted as another homework 
 task, but I found that it helped students to 

 manage the filming schedule if they were 
 expected to edit their movies in class on a 
 particular day. I did try to build some 
 flexibility into the scheduling, so students 
 had a degree of autonomy over how much 
 time they spent on each phase. Hence, I 
 allowed groups to record extra material, such 
 as narration or an additional scene, if 
 necessary, during this class. This autonomy 
 helped the groups stay fully occupied and 
 allocate their time appropriately according to 
 the demands of their particular stories. 

 During Lesson 5, groups discussed 
 ideas in English, and the editor led each 
 team to create their film using Apple’s iMovie 
 software. This application was chosen 
 because it is intuitive to use and freely 
 available on the students' iPads. The 
 members of these classes had used iMovie in 
 previous tasks. At that time, I gave learners a 
 concise two-page guide (Figure 7) and a 
 short tutorial introduction. The instructions 
 took a little time to prepare, but they 
 improved outcomes and helped the lessons 
 flow more smoothly. 

 The final lesson (Lesson 6) was framed 
 as a film festival. The groups presented their 
 movies to the class and explained their 
 motivations. In addition, there was an awards 
 ceremony where the class members voted for 
 their favorite films in various categories. 
 Initially, at the end of this project, the groups 
 just presented their movies, and the class 
 members commented on the work. However, 
 I felt there could be a more dynamic, 
 interactive way to celebrate the students’ 
 achievements. Therefore, I developed the 
 lesson plan iteratively, gradually adding and 
 refining elements to arrive at the format 
 presented in Figure 8. 
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 Figure 6 

 Short Movie Grading Rubric 

 Figure 7 

 iMovie Basic Guide 
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 Figure 8 

 Film Festival Information Sheet 
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The groups presented their film with 
each member speaking about their role, their 
creative ideas, and the communicative intent 
of their decisions. Then, the group took 
questions from the other class members. I 
noticed that a limited number of students 
would ask the majority of the questions, so I 
introduced the rule that everyone must ask at 
least one question, which noticeably 
improved this Q&A section. At the end of the 
lesson, I used a Google Form to conduct a 
vote in the following categories: best story, 
best use of English, best sound/music, best 
filming, best overall movie and best 
actor/actress. The top three from each 
category received class points (separate from 
their project grade), which were points 
awarded throughout the semester, 
contributing to students' class participation 
scores. Finally, the videos were submitted 
and graded using the rubric in Figure 6, with 
some elements scored as a group and some 
marked individually. 

Conclusion 
Overall, this exploration into the use 

of movie-making proved fruitful; this 
mini-unit was well received and was always 
one of the most popular projects with 
learners in my Media English classes. As part 
of the broader film unit, students wrote a 
learning reflection; class members often 
stated that the project initially daunted them, 
but they ultimately enjoyed the task, 
producing something much better than 
originally imagined. Many students also cited 
the collaboration with their group as 
especially enjoyable and stated how happy 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

they were to be recognised by peers in the 
awards ceremony. One of the challenges 
students described was maintaining English 
communication throughout the classes to 
discuss complex creative ideas. Some 
students admitted reverting to L1 at times of 
difficulty. However, as evidenced by 
classroom observation, all members 
persevered and maintained a majority of 
English use throughout the lessons. As a 
result, many students were surprised by the 
level of ideas they could convey in English. In 
addition, the quality of many groups' movies 
was surprisingly accomplished. 

The project investigated how students 
could learn from observing and mimicking 
experts in a field, such as by watching 
directors make short films and then making 
their own. The results demonstrated how, 
with engaging content, students could 
challenge themselves to accomplish complex 
tasks in English. Through this project and 
similar explorations, I have learned that while 
detailed instruction can be critical, at times, it 
is not always necessary to explain every 
detail explicitly to students. A well-chosen 
model can be highly effective in helping 
learners develop their skills autonomously, 
particularly if students' attention is 
concentrated on carefully considered 
activities. Hence, this iterative journey has 
convinced me that it can be extremely 
valuable to stimulate students' creative 
curiosity and then provide student-directed 
tasks that allow their abilities to bloom in the 
target language. 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

References 
Baratta, A. & Jones, S. (2008). Using film to introduce and develop academic writing skills among 

UK undergraduate students. Jo urnal of Educational Enquiry,  8(2), 15–37. 
https://ojs.unisa.edu.au/index.php/EDEQ/article/view/465 

Chung, T. (Director). (2008).  A thousand words [Short Film]. Tedchung. 
Curtis, A. (2007). Film in the ESL classroom: Hearing the students' voice. In H. M. McGarrell (Ed.), 

Language Teacher Research in the Americas (pp. 41–53). TESOL Publications. 
Green, A. (Director). (2010).  Happy sushi [Short Film]. Prettiest Pony Productions. 

 Explorations in Teacher Development 29(1)  79 



 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

Glienna, G. (Director). (2010).  The elevator [Short Film]. Filmmekker. 
Goctu, R. (2017). Using movies in EFL classrooms.  European Journal of Language and Literature 

Studies,  3(2), 121–124. http://dx.doi.org/10.26417/ejls.v8i1.p121-124 
Ismaili, M. I. (2013). The effectiveness of using movies in the EFL classroom: A study conducted at 

South East European University.  Academic Journal of Interdisciplinary Studies,  2(4), 
121–132. https://doi.org/10.5901/ajis.2012.v2n4p121 

Kabooha, R. H. (2016). Using movies in EFL classrooms: A study conducted at the English 
Language Institute (ELI), King Abdul-Aziz University . English Language Teaching,  9(3), 
248–257. http://dx.doi.org/10.5539/elt.v9n3p248 

Kaiser, M. (2011). New approaches to exploiting film in the foreign language classroom . L2 
Journal,  3(2), 232–249. http://dx.doi.org/10.5070/L23210005 

Kalish, M. (Director). (2010).  The plan [Short Film]. Momentology Productions. 
Rocha, N. (Director). (2010) . Vicky and Sam [Short Film]. Filmesdemante. 
Sekine, K. (Director). (2005).  The right place [Short Film]. JAC Hat. 
Zhang, Q. (2013). The impact of film and film-based activities on the attitudes of English speaking 

secondary-school students toward L2 Chinese.  Journal of Creative Practices in Language 
Learning and Teaching,  1(2), 1–17. https://cplt.uitm.edu.my/v1/images/v1n2/Article1.pdf 

About the Author 
Denver Beirne is a lecturer at Asia University, Tokyo. His interests include metaphor, corpus 
linguistics and materials development that focuses on CALL and CLIL. beirne_denver@asia-u.ac.jp 
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3395-1702 

 Explorations in Teacher Development 29(1)  80 


