Meaningful Digital Video for Every Classroom  - By Hall Davidson
The Technology-Ready Classroom
The minimum classroom requirements for digital video production are a single computer and access to an Internet connection. According to the last federal survey, the majority of classrooms have that. Note that a camcorder is not required! Digital video in the average classroom begins with digital images, not a camcorder. That means CD-ROMs, a scanner, or the Internet. Not having to deal with a camera, lighting, audio, or a student crew increases the comfort level for many teachers. What replaces the camcorder in the classroom is a folder of curriculum-based images, sounds, and narratives. They sit together in a kit like a jigsaw puzzle, ready to be assembled by students. As with any video making, the process of creating the project is as valuable as the final project itself.

The Basic Idea: Scaffolding Up
Building videos means assembling video, audio, and story elements — including writing. With digital video, all of these elements can be prefabricated for final student assembly. The notion of scaffolding is the idea the teacher supplies elements for use during the early stages of a project. Ultimately the teacher wants students to learn to create those elements for themselves. This scaffolding can be curriculum-specific and scaled according to levels. The range from scaffolded beginner projects to fully original projects described in our chart extends from Level 1 to Level 15. 


An Example
A Level 1 history project on Colonial America might begin with a folder on the computer desktop with digital visuals and digital audio. The visuals would consist of JPEG images of the Founding Fathers, colonial homes, maps, famous documents, and renderings of battle scenes, and so on. The audio files consist of sound effects (such as musket fire, wagons creaking, pens scratching on paper, and crowd noise), period music (marches, military and patriotic songs), and narration written at grade level. The narrative should be straightforward, for example, "There were 13 colonies. The Atlantic Ocean separated England from its colonies in America. King George ruled in England. American leaders included Thomas Jefferson and Patrick Henry," and recorded by the teacher or a student or downloaded from a Web source.

Building the Project
Using iMovie (Mac) or MovieMaker (Windows XP) — both free — or Pinnacle Studio 8 or Ulead VideoStudio 7, students build the video from the elements supplied. They construct their project the obvious way: importing the narrative and pasting the images where they belong. No matter what order they import project elements, the students will be learning. They will not require as much management as they assemble their project. They can export the project to a file or to videotape, or they can simply show it to the teacher or their classmates. The process is as important as the project. When the construction kit is simple and complete, assembling an impressive looking digital video is much easier than in the days of in-camera editing. The margin for error is also smaller when all the necessary parts are already there. No matter how simple the assembly, students will learning the basic editing skills they will need as they move to more sophisticated and original projects. 

From the Scaffolding to the Top Floor
Once the students are comfortable with the assembly process, they're ready to move up to the next level of complexity. The chart makes suggestions for progressive levels. Students could jump levels or start wherever assigned by the teacher. Left to their own designs, some students will jump too high (or start too low). 

The chart suggests a very comfortable level of scaffolding. One new element is introduced at each level. Note that camcorders are not introduced until Level 9. Each level should have its own folder. In a perfect world, there would be a folder, or an assembly kit, for each grade level and every subject area you would like your students to do digital video projects on. 

The beauty of the scaffolding system is that students can work at a single computer station in a classroom without inordinate supervision. The students engaged by video projects will return to the kits again and again. These kits can enhance the depth and complexity of a gifted program or engage students who are not served by other kinds of learning. In a sense, digital video making kits could become a standalone resource like a textbook. Teachers can use the resource without extraordinary planning or management. 
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