
Literacy and Film
Children’s first experiences of narrative are often from the films
they watch.

• Film is a primary source of narrative for many children and central to their 
orientation to literacy.

• Children have the right to access specialist children’s films reflecting their 
own cultural and linguistic contexts.

• Teaching and learning about film enables children to make explicit their
intuitive understandings of narrative and film language.

UKLA supports the view that film is an important and often primary experience
of narrative for many children. Popular children’s films become key cultural
resources for play, talk, and early storytelling and many children develop strong
affective connections with their favourite films. As a result, children are likely to
have rich knowledge of both narrative and film language, but this can be at odds
with their schooled experiences of literacy. Film education enables children to
reflect on the intuitive understandings they have of narrative and film language
and make key concepts such as genre, style, representation explicit. This, in
turn, enables children to make connections between what they know from home
and the literacy classroom and, in so doing, challenges the disadvantage some
children encounter if these experiences are not valued.

In literacy teaching we regularly encourage children to read books for pleasure
and we also support them to ask questions of texts using a metalanguage to
reflect on the way meanings are made. Children also value reading or watching
films for pleasure, including familiar and unfamiliar texts. Teachers have a
curatorial role to play, to introduce less familiar films from archives, documentary
films, shorts or films from other countries. Children in the UK are not well served
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1Image credit: SupaModo is a film for children that is available to schools in the UK via IntoFilm.
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by the film industry and very few films are made each decade that are specifically
for children. Film educators tend to focus on Hollywood and popular films or
on ‘great’ films by ‘auteur’ filmmakers. Within literacy education it is perhaps
more important to recognise the importance of children’s films; just as we
recognise the value of children’s books. The European Children’s Film Association1

(ECFA) provides an extensive list of European films for children and some of
these are available for viewing via Into Film2. Local cinemas can also advise
teachers of opportunities to view these films on the big screen and often provide
complementary education materials and workshops.

Children’s reading of film are also critical assets or resources for children’s
filmmaking. Although there are increasing opportunities for children to make
film, this is not a curriculum requirement in the UK and as such can get neglected.
As a result pedagogical approaches are still under developed and in need of further
research. However, here the parallel with writing is useful. Free writing, where
children are making choices about what and how they might write, is critical to
children’s development as independent and confident authors who write for
pleasure. In the same way, when given the chance, children need to make their
own decisions about the sorts of films they want to make and how they make them.
There needs to be a balance between valuing the process and the emphasis on
the quality of the end product. The role of the supporting adult needs careful
consideration, so that emergent filmmaking (Parry and Taylor, 2020) can take
place. If a filmmaker, working with children, is too concerned about the quality
of the final product and how it appears to others, they may take some of the
decision-making and actual production activity out of the hands of children.
Through a variety of more emergent experiences of making films, children learn
a metalanguage or grammar of film, for example they might develop an
understanding of how the shot type or piece of audio selected contributes to
creating an atmosphere. This knowledge broadens children’s understanding that
narrative texts are created in different forms, including writing. Further research
is needed to identify how best we can support children to move across modes
in their storytelling, enabling them to create richly multimodal texts.

1 https://www.ecfaweb.org/european-childrens-film-network/feature-films/
2 https://www.intofilm.org/
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Classroom example

Reading Film: Genre

As part of a wider study of developing media literacy, a Year four teacher invited
her class to share all their experiences of ‘scary or spooky’ stories. The class then
viewed some examples together, including a scene from Aardman’s (2005) Curse
of the Were-Rabbit, Scary Mary a mash up of Mary Poppins clips on You Tube and
an archive clip from Nosferatu (Herzog, 1979). In these shared viewings, the
teacher used freeze frame and sound only and visual only screenings to prompt
discussion. She also used the Aiden Chambers’ ‘Tell Me’ approach to prompt
discussion, asking what they liked, what puzzled them etc. This led to small group
activities where the children were asked to mind map the generic elements of a
scary film, using the headings character, plot, setting, but also camera, music,
lighting, sounds. This demonstrated how much the children could generalise
about the conventional elements of scary stories. However, this attention to the
distinct modes of film also proved highly productive so that in the next stage the
teacher was able to introduce some new film grammar / metalanguage to support
the children’s close reading of sequences from an animated version of Batman
and The Nightmare Before Christmas. The children began to notice the use of
shots where the character walked backwards or the use of a ‘Monster Cam’ to
elicit fear or suspense in the audience.
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Writing Film

The next activity involved the class in watching the short film Lucky Dip (from
Story Shorts)3 which is not so obviously generic but plays with the audience’s
expectations. The children were asked to storyboard a new sequence for the film
and through this process they were able to use shots to create new meaning, by
mirroring the techniques used in the animation. So for example, many children
used an over the shoulder shot to convey a sense of wistfulness or longing. 

Making Film

The next activity involved the class in watching the short film Lucky Dip (from
Story Shorts) which is not so obviously generic but plays with the audience’s
expectations. The children were asked to storyboard a new sequence for the film
and through this process they were able to use shots to create new meaning, by
mirroring the techniques used in the animation.

Finally, the class created their own scary films in groups, storyboarding and
scripting their original ideas but then also playing rather than performing key
scenes. For most of this group the films were the first they had made but still
they were able to vary the height of the camera to make a character taller and
scary or close up and sound effects of footsteps to build suspense. There were
also some really interesting discussions in each group about whether to show or
not show the monster, and which would be more frightening for an audience. In
editing their films each group realised they had missed shots that they would need
to ensure their story made sense and was coherent. The films were screened for
the whole class and for these screenings the children created posters, tickets,
awards and popcorn to enhance the audiences’ viewing experience.

Moving Mode

In order to enable children to move the knowledge they developed in this
sequence of film analysis and production activity into other domains, the children
benefited from questions from the teacher such as ‘How would you write down
that idea from your film about the slow footsteps?’ Or ‘How could you create the
atmosphere from your film created by the music, in a story?’ A next step would
be to invite the children to tell the same scary story in two of three different
forms such as film, comic and drama or film, writing and music.

Becky Parry and Jeannie Hill Bulman on behalf of UKLA

3 https://movingimageeducation.org/browse-films/films/the-lucky-dip
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See also

UKLA bookshop www.ukla.org/shop

Digital Literacies in Education: Teaching, Learning and Assessment in 21st
Century Classrooms (Forthcoming 2021) by Dowdall, C. and Burnett, C. (Edi-
tors) with Bhojwani, P., Bulman, J., Colvert, A., Harrison, A., Parry, B., Tarling, G.,
Taylor, L., Wheatcroft, L., and Wilkie, C.

Film Education, Literacy and Learning by Becky Parry with Jeannie Hill Bulman

Teaching Comprehension through Reading and Responding to Film
by Fiona Maine

English Language and Literacy 3-19: Media by Andrew Burn

UKLA website www.ukla.org/resources

UKLA Viewpoints Digital Literacies
https://ukla.org/resource_collection/ukla-viewpoints/


