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Video  produc tion  program s  have  leaked  into  high  school  with  a  wide  variety

of  purposes  and  structu r e s.  I  have  studied  four  differen t  progra ms  and

visited  half  a  dozen  others  and  find  the  activi ties,  goals,  and  product s  to

have  enormou s  variation.  Goodman  (2003)  argues  that  there  are  three

domina n t  strands  of  program:  technology  integra t ion,  media  literacy,  and

commu ni ty  media  arts.  Some  progra ms  emphasize  the  potent ial  of  careers  in

television  while  others  seek  a  mere  introduc t ion  to  a  new  medium  or  a

differen t  approach  toward  bridging  the  digital  divide.  Programs  are  in

schools,  after - school  program s,  and  a  wide  variety  of  youth  program s.

Additionally,  researche r s  have  increasingly  promoted  video  as  a  way  of

developing  studen t  voice  or  agency  (for  example,  Davis,  2004;  Fontenos  &

Rohatgi,  2007;  Kulla - Abbot t  & Polman,  2008;  Saunders,  1997).  The  ways  in

which  video  produc tion  impacts  youth  develop me n t  is  as  diverse  as  the

program s,  yet  in  all  context s,  clear  engageme n t  with  practices  that  promo te

some  type  of  literacy  can  be  observed.  While  all  youth  may  benefit  from

participating  in  video  production,  it  is  particula rly  effective  in  the  lives  of

disenfranchised  and  impoveri she d  urban  youth.  It  can,  in  short,  be  a  road  to

literacy  and  other  culturally  valued  activi ties  for  youth  who  have  otherwise
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been  resis tan t  or  excluded.

My  perspec t ive  on  literacy  is  shaped  by  the  work  of  Scribner  and

Cole  (1999),  in  which  they  concluded  that  the  meaning  and  effects  of

literacy  are  tied  to  how  people  use  it.  In  other  words,  “the  meaning  of

literacy  is  [viewed  as]  local  and  situated,”  thus  unders t an ding  adolescen t

literacy  requires  an  inves tiga tion  of  how  youth  use  reading  and  writing  in

and  out  of  school  (Christenb u r y ,  Bomer,  &  Smagorinsky,  2009,  p.  8).

Christenbu r y  et  al.  describe  the  changing  meaning  of  the  word  “literacy”

throughou t  history  and  across  contexts,  transfo r ming  from  an  indication  of

the  most  basic  uses  of  signs  to  complex  and  reflective  uses  of  writing.  Olson

defines  literacy  as  “. . . not  just  learning  the  abc’s;  it  is  learning  to  use  the

resources  of  writing  for  a  culturally  defined  set  of  tasks  and  procedur e s”

(1994,  p.  43).  One  of  the  problems  that  we  face  is  that  our  definitions  lack

agreeme n t  about  which  tasks  and  procedu re s  are  most  impor tan t .

Further m or e,  our  ways  of  assessing  literacy  frequen t ly  have  little  to  do  with

how  texts  are  actually  used  by  youth  (Marshall,  2009).

Nevertheles s,  there  are  increasing  demands  for  including  some

level  of  critical  thinking  in  definit ions  of  literacy.  This  need  for  critical

literacy  is  in  part  a  response  to  the  changing  demands  on  worke rs  to  flexibly

and  meaningfully  use  a  range  of  different  types  of  texts.  Additionally  work

toward  some  type  of  multimedia  literacy  is  called  for,  particularly  since  the

boom  of  digital  media  (Rhodes  & Robnolt,  2009).  Yet  many  urban  youth  are
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victims  of  the  digital  divide,  lacking  sufficien t  exposu re  to  the  tools  that

increasingly  domina te  many  work  places.  The  merger  of  images  and  video

with  text  via  compute r s  and  the  interne t  have  transfo r m e d  the  "texts"

available,  yet  they  are  not  equally  accessible,  and  at  the  same  time,  the  texts

that  schools  emphasize  are  not  the  texts  youth  most  frequen tly  use  (Intrator

&  Kunzma n,  2009).  Developing  multimedia  and  compute r  literacy  is  a

necessa r y  part  of  preparing  young  people  for  their  futures,  but  more

impor tan t ly,  critical  literacy  can  more  often  be  attained  by  urban  youth

through  video  produc tion  than  through  standar d  approaches  to  literacy.  

Video  produc tion  furthe r s  critical  literacy  in  youth  in  three

differen t  ways.  First,  the  use  of  the  technology  consis ten t ly  promotes

studen t  engageme n t:  Student s  become  excited  about  their  school  work  when

they  are  creating  a  video,  and  the  activity  is  entirely  about  creating  meaning

that  can  be  shared  with  others.  Second,  several  characte ris t ics  of  video

produc tion,  from  camera  use  to  editing,  afford  new  ways  of  seeing  and

reflecting  such  that  the  struc tu re  of  the  activity  scaffolds  literacy

developm e n t.  And  third,  the  school  and  sometimes  the  wider  commu ni ty

become  involved  in  the  production  and  reception  of  videos  in  ways  that  are

impossible  for  written  composi t ions,  thus  new  commu ni t ies  emerge  that

collectively  engage  in  more  comm u nal  literacy  practices.  These  three

affordances  of  youth  video  produc tion  have  been  observed  in  all  contexts,

though  differences  clearly  exist,  and  the  affordances  work  togethe r  to
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promote  critical  literacy.  Therefore  video  produc tion  in  any  context  has  the

potent ial  to  reach  urban  youth  who  might  otherwise  find  their  experiences

with  different  media  disconnec ted  while  the  literacy  that  is  desired  by

schools  remains  beyond  their  reach.

Youth  Engagemen t

For  a  school  to  succeed  in  educat ing  youth,  it  must  first  find  a  way  of

engaging  studen t s  in  its  activi ties.  Without  some  level  of  engageme n t,

learning  and  developme n t  cannot  happen.  Yet  all  schools  routinely  fail  to

engage  large  number s  of  studen t s.  The  school  with  the  greates t  difficulties  I

have  ever  observed  in  this  sense  was  a  large  high  school  in  Central  Los

Angeles.  In  the  courses  I  observe d,  lateness  and  attendance  were  a  huge

problem,  yet  the  more  disturbing  part  was  watching  studen ts ,  day  after  day,

sit  and  do  nothing,  despi te  the  assignme n t s  their  teachers  gave  them.

Student s  would  go  through  the  motions  of  doing  some  work  yet  spend  a

long  two- hour  block  period  without  ever  writing  more  than  the  list  of

things  they  were  supposed  to  be  doing.  My  effort s  to  engage  them  in

conve rsa t ion  were  often  futile,  and  frequen tly,  I was  simply  ignored.

Engaging  studen t s  in  such  a  set ting  was  frus t ra t ing  for  teachers

and  observe r s ,  and  in  many  ways  the  studen t s  conditioned  their  teachers  to

have  very  low  expecta tions.  The  three  teachers  involved  in  the  video

produc tion  progra m  were  reduced  to  one  who  was  willing  to  continue

before  the  school  finally  decided  to  conver t  the  progra m  into  something
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strictly  vocational.  The  teachers  made  many  mistakes,  and  the  biggest  as  far

as  I was  concerne d  was  their  requireme n t  for  studen t s  to  write  out  a  script

or  storyboa r d  before  allowing  studen ts  to  use  cameras.  They  reasoned  that,

because  studen ts  genuinely  wanted  to  use  the  camera,  they  would  do  the

things  they  liked  least:  They  would  write.  This  was,  howeve r,  largely  not  the

case  and  few  studen t s  produced  a  video  when  the  requireme n t  remained

intact.

Nevertheles s,  when  studen t s  were  allowed  to  use  video  cameras,

they  got  out  of  their  seats  and  turned  the  cameras  on  one  another  or  went  to

places  in  the  school  where  they  could  find  or  create  an  event  of  interes t .

The  only  time  among  these  studen t s  that  I  saw  enthusias m  for  school

activi ties  was  when  they  used  the  cameras.  The  teachers,  frus t ra te d  by

broken  equipme n t  and  off- task  activi ties,  became  increasingly  controlling

of  the  camera  equipme n t  so  that  studen t s  had  fewer  oppor tu ni t ies  to  show

their  enthusias m,  but  in  one  class  in  particular,  I was  impresse d  on  a  couple

of  occasions  to  see  a  flurry  of  activity  as  the  video  cameras  were  brought

out  along  with  the  necessa r y  props  or  the  freedom  to  legitimately  leave  the

classroom.  During  these  mome nt s,  the  majori ty  of  studen t s  would  become

active.  I  wanted  to  see  the  teachers  embrace  these  momen t s  and  work  to

keep  this  moment u m  going,  but  instead  studen t s '  participa t ion  fluctuated

with  the  activi ties  presen te d  to  them.

At  other  schools,  the  star ting  point  was  differen t:  Studen ts  were  at
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least  a  little  bit  engaged  with  classroom  activities,  but  a  differen t  type  of

engagemen t  became  possible  with  the  addition  of  a  camera.  In  one  more

tradi tional  classroo m  where  lectures  were  a  standar d  part  of  classroo m

activi ties,  the  use  of  the  video  camera  shifted  studen t s  from  being  passive

receiver s  of  education  to  active  creators  of  their  experiences.  Other

activi ties  in  the  class  accomplishe d  this  to  some  extent:  Journals  reflecting

on  the  reading  and  their  sharing  brough t  studen t  though t s  into  the

classroom,  but  their  actions  were  still  a  respons e  to  the  official  discourse.

Similarly,  they  responde d  to  demons t r a t ions  of  how  to  use  the  equipme n t

by  demons t r a t i ng  their  ability  to  duplicate  it  in  a  hands - on  way,  but  they

were  still  only  duplicating  someone  else’s  perfor ma nce.  When  finally  it  was

time  for  them  to  create  their  own  video  projects,  studen ts  decided  on  the

topics,  established  the  scenes  to  be  recorde d,  used  the  video  cameras  and

other  equipmen t ,  and  later  edited  their  footage  into  a  finished  project.  They

were  no  longer  reflecting  but  creating,  and  the  enthusias m  with  which  some

studen t s  embraced  this  role  contras t ed  sharply  with  their  usual

participa tion.  They  were  making  meaning  rather  than  receiving  it.

Yet  this  meaning - making  is  not  individualis tic  but  over tly  social.

Most  projects  are  completed  as  groups,  thus  negotia tion  and  debate  are

necessa r y  parts  of  the  activity,  drawing  studen t s  furthe r  into  the  activity  as

they  engage  one  anothe r.  Even  when  a  studen t  does  a  project  alone,  he  or

she  normally  involves  other  people  as  actors  or  in  other  roles.  When
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someone  creates  a  video  that  in  no  way  involves  another  person,  they  still

mus t  record  some  subject  and  thus  are  engaged  with  the  material  world,

which  continues  to  engage  studen t s  in  social  processes.  For  instance,

studen t s  who  were  assigned  to  the  creation  of  “digital  art”  tended  to  focus

on  images  rather  than  people,  but  in  exploring  their  schools  for  images,  they

became  part  of  the  school,  engaging  the  walls,  furnishings,  and  trees  around

the  campus.  Though  it  was  officially  off- task,  they  sought  out  friends  as

they  wande red,  and  a  school  activity  provided  the  oppor tu n i ty  to  involve

friends  in  their  work  and  to  att ract  attent ion  because  they  held  a  video

camera.  Unlike  writing,  the  act  of  video  produc tion  brings  youth  into

contac t  with  the  world  and  is  thus  inheren t ly  engaging.  Video  production

transfo r m s  the  “passive”  act  of  watching  other s  into  a  dynamic  and  valued

activi ty.

Many  studen t s  used  their  participa tion  in  video  project s  to  shape

their  identi ties  and  relations hip s  within  the  class  and  school.  One  vocational

program  broadcas t  a  five - minu te  studen t - news  progra m  four  days  a  week,

and  the  studen t s’  roles  in  the  produc tion  became  visible  and  salient  parts  of

their  school  participa tion.  Not  only  did  other  studen t s  recognize  those  who

sat  in  front  of  the  camera,  but  the  news  “staff”  were  recognized  for  the

service  that  they  perfor me d  for  the  school.  They  were  no  longer  mere

recipien ts—consu m e r s—of  educational  “goods;”  they  were  producers  as

well.  Across  programs,  the  use  of  cameras  allowed  studen t s  to  speak  to
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other  studen t s,  faculty,  staff,  and  commu ni ty  member s  that  they  never

would  have  without  the  camera.  One  studen t,  who  had  been  home - schooled

and  who  was  not  able  to  easily  integra te  with  his  peers,  found  a  way  to

relate  to  classmates  and  change  his  experience  of  the  high - school  social  life.

In  his  video,  he  can  be  observe d  to  increasingly  talk  with  classmate s,

moving  from  an  entirely  passive  role  to  one  of  entering  in  the  usual  banter

as  his  project  neared  its  end.  For  this  studen t,  the  increased  engageme n t  was

in  the  social  life  of  the  school—a  personal  challenge  that  can  dramat ically

influence  school  perfor ma nce.

One  affordance  of  video  produc tion  is  that  studen t s  have  the

oppor tun i ty  to  express  and  integra te  aspect s  of  themselves,  commu ni t ies,

non - school  activities,  and  personal  goals  into  their  course  work.  Digital

stories—an  approach  in  which  youth  are  assigned  to  create  autobiograph ical

videos—are  one  popula r  way  of  having  studen ts  explore  their  own

experiences  as  part  of  the  progra m' s  goals  (Davis,  2004),  but  even  in  more

standar d  approaches  to  video  produc tion,  youth  have  a  knack  for  bringing

outside  interes ts  into  their  video  projects  (Beaty,  2005).  The  assignme n t  to

do  a  “how  to”  or  demons t ra t ion  video  led  one  group  to  “teach”  their

audience  how  to  perfor m  a  skateboar d ing  trick.  News  stories  allowed

studen t s  to  focus  on  extracur r icular  activi ties  like  sport s  and  theate r.

Further m or e,  studen t s  found  ways  of  playing  with  their  work  by  trying  out

special  effects,  satirizing  assignme n t s  like  commercials,  and  putting  humor



10

in  their  projec ts.

Studen ts  can  more  easily  bring  their  identi t ies—howe ve r  they

view  them—into  school  with  video.  One  group  of  Native  American  studen ts

to  some  exten t  negated  the  expecta t ions  of  a  director  who  was  looking  for

“Native  Americanes s”  in  their  project s  but  instead  found  some  critique  of

the  modern  boarding  school  experience  and  hints  of  Native  American

resistance  to  U.S.  imperialism.  At  the  Educational  Video  Center,  studen t s

regularly  take  on  topics  such  as  gentrification,  sexism,  racism,  and

immigra t ion  in  ways  that  are  both  personal  and  political.  Other  progra ms

are  not  so  inviting  of  personal  issues,  assigning  topics  like  commercials  and

“how  to”  videos,  but  v ideo  production  invites  the  cultures  of  studen t s  into

the  classroom  even  when  teachers  disregard  it.  Through  satire,  one  group  of

studen t s  played  with  their  ethnicity  by  writing  text  under  a  potent ial

insurance  customer  that  said  “Actual  Wetback.”  Another  studen t  took

advan tage  of  an  interview  to  introduce  his  “white”  classma tes  to  Mexican

music.  Commen t s  like  these  last  two  are  made  in  school  all  the  time,  but

they  take  on  a  new  legitimacy  and  visibility  when  they  become  part  of  a

video  projec t.

Finally,  and  perhaps  mos t  funda me n t a lly,  video  engages  studen t s

in  school  by  bringing  the  medium  that  has  been  the  major  source  of

enter tainme n t  outside  of  school  into  school.  Young  people—most  people—

like  television  and  movies.  They  view  them  as  enter tain me n t  in  ways  that
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books  or  anything  written  never  have.  Video  produc tion  allows  studen ts—

for  the  first  time  usually—to  make  videos  that  resemble  in  one  way  or

anothe r  their  favorite  forms  of  enter tainm e n t .  Moreover,  the  look  of  what

they  record  is  instan t ly  recognizable  and  unders t a nd a b le  in  ways  that

writing  or  drawings  simply  cannot  be.  This  affordance  of  creating  fairly

profess ional  video  produc tions  with  little  initial  effor t  is  far  more  engaging

for  many  studen t s  than  tradi tional  school  activit ies.  Therefore,  studen t s

eagerly  pick  up  a  video  camera  while  in  school  and  take  the  first  and  most

funda me n t a l  step  in  improving  their  literacy  through  video  production.

The  Development  of  Literacy

The  written  word  is  an  impor tan t  tool  for  thinking:  Writing  promote s

reflection  and  conscious  engageme n t  with  the  meaning  of  language,  but  the

ability  to  promote  critical  thinking  is  depende n t  on  how  it  is  used  (Olson,

1994).  Youth  too  often  resist  critical  engageme n t  with  writing  in  part

because  it  is  not  part  of  their  lives  except  at  school.  They  simply  do  not  find

value  with  sufficient  frequency  in  writ ten  texts  to  reflect  on  their  own  or

other  people’s  writing  in  meaningful  ways.  Video  produc tion,  on  the  other

hand,  draws  young  people  into  the  conscious  reflection  of  composi t ion  by

using  a  medium  that  has  always  held  enter tain me n t  value  for  them.  In  the

same  way  that  a  hybrid  language  is  created  by  combining  the  discourse s

studen t s  bring  from  home  with  school  discourse s  (Gutierrez,  Baquedano -
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Lopez,  & Tejada,  1999),  video  production  creates  a  third  space  (that  place

where  hybrid  languages  emerge)  where  the  discourse s  of  home,  commu ni ty,

and  school  can  become  meaningfully  mixed  by  bringing  a  “home”  medium

into  school.  

Studen ts  have  learned  through  years  of  television  viewing  what  a

good  finished  video  looks  like—they  have  learned  to  “read”  a  television

program  or  movie—yet  they  often  find  that  what  they  intende d  when  they

make  their  first  video  is  not  as  perfec t  or  as  clear  when  they  sit  back  to

watch  it.  When  beginning  a  program,  studen t s  are  often  able  to  author  their

own  video  for  the  first  time.  Increasingly,  studen ts  have  electronic  gadgets,

but  impoveris hed  studen t s  are  less  likely  to  have  access  to  video  cameras  at

home.  Further m or e,  very  few  home  videograp he r s  edit  their  work  in  any

meaningful  way  (Chalfen,  1992).  Studen ts  in  a  “New  Media  1”  course,  who

were  not  given  the  oppor tun i ty  to  edit  their  work  until  the  end  of  the

semes te r,  expressed  surp rise  about  editing.  They  did  not  know  editing  was

possible  for  them,  let  alone  how  to  go  about  it.  It  is  momen t s  like  this  that

the  digital  divide  becomes  most  apparen t.  The  oppor tu ni ty  to  record  and

edit  video  is  new  for  most  urban  studen t s .  The  oppor tu n i ty ,  however,

bridges  what  is  part  of  home  and  their  lives  outside  of  school  with  the

cultural  practices  of  school.  By  creating  and  editing  their  videos,  studen t s

are  increasingly  exposed  to  and  brought  into  discourse s  that  are  reflective

and  critical  of  composi tion.
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Particularly  when  studen t s  produce  multiple  project s  that  are

screened  or  their  shots  and  “rough  cuts”  are  reviewed  in  class,  studen t

videographe r s  recognize  that  they  have  an  audience  for  their  work.  This  in

and  of  itself  is  motivat ing,  and  moreove r,  the  motivat ion  can  be  harnesse d

in  the  planning  and  editing  of  video.  As  studen t s  begin  to  see  their  work

through  other’s  eyes,  they  are  encouraged  to  take  a  more  critical

perspec t ive  of  their  own  work—if  only  to  make  sure  there  is  nothing

embar ra s s ing  in  the  final  cut  that  “everyone”  will  see.  The  fact  that  planning

and  editing  are  normally  done  in  groups  facilitates  this  more  critical

perspec t ive  as  ideas  and  styles  compete  for  inclusion,  and  the  editing

process  forces  studen t s  to  review  shots  and  decide  where  to  trim  them  and

in  what  order  to  place  them.  At  the  Educational  Video  Center,  teachers

actively  push  studen t s  to  think  seriously  about  editing  decisions,  thus

encouraging  the  developm e n t  of  critical  literacy  beyond  what  may  occur  if

left  to  themselves.  Editing  program s  afford  this  engagemen t  in  ways  that

writing  does  not—simply  because  the  process  is  more  social.  

The  promot ion  of  critical  awareness  starts  with  the  camera  itself

as  places,  events,  and  people  are  literally  seen  through  a  new  lens  and  the

possibili ties  for  zooming  in  or  out,  shifting  ones  position,  or  including

movem e n t  gives  those  studen t s  who  discover  them  the  chance  to  change

how  they  see  what  they  see.  Repeatedly  viewing  shots  during  editing

emphasizes  these  changes,  and  the  editing  program s  offer  more  ways  of



14

distor ting  recorded  events.  The  simultaneous  familiari ty  and  newness  leads

studen t s  to  reflect  on  what  they  see,  promot ing  new  perspect ives  even

during  the  simple  act  of  watching  television  as  youth  recognize  techniques

they  have  used  or  get  ideas  about  how  they  might  improve  their  work.

This  recogni tion  and  reflection  are  essent ial  for  the  developm e n t

of  critical  literacy,  but  it  need  not  remain  only  with  the  medium  of  video.

Depending  on  the  type  of  projec t,  the  literacy  most  valued  by  schools—

reading  and  writing—can  and  often  should  be  integra ted  into  the  produc tion

process.  The  struggle  is  to  get  studen t s  to  meaningfully  use  text,  which  is

more  difficul t  when  they  see  writing  logs  and  scripts  as  mere  obstacles.

Student s  have  routinely  been  observed  “faking”  logs  or  other  required  paper

work.  One  studen t  went  so  far  as  to  describe  the  purpose  of  his  video  as

proving  to  his  teachers  that  he  did  not  need  to  write  a  script.  The

requireme n t  to  complete  the  writing  before  the  “fun”  part  could  begin

seemed  to  add  to  the  dislike  of  the  written  work,  whereas  if  the  writing  had

been  introduced  as  tools  to  use—so  that  their  videos  would  be  better—

studen t s  may  have  embraced  some  of  the  writing  tasks.  The  danger,  of

course,  is  that  studen t s  will  not  choose  to  use  the  tools.

One  program  I  observe d  did  not  use  writing  in  the  planning  or

editing  phases  at  all,  having  studen t s  explore  video  as  a  visual  art  and

emphasizing  the  explora t ion,  but  even  this  progra m  used  titles  and  credits,

and  the  editing  program s  require  basic  compute r  skills,  thus  facilitating



15

compute r  literacy  and  requiring  some  engageme n t  with  text.  Since  non -

linear  editing  became  easily  and  more  affordably  available  on  compute r s,

even  the  most  tradi tionally  vocational  program  I observe d  only  noted  the

old  linear,  tape  to  tape  editing  process.  In  the  “digital  art”  progra m,  writing

was  not  necessa r y  because  the  editing  program  iMovie  uses  images  from  the

video  to  mark  differen t  video  clips.  Though  compute r  literacy  is

meaningfully  furthe red,  writing  was  for  the  most  part  not  useful  to  the

them.  If  a  second  or  lengthier  project  had  been  under ta ke n,  additional

writing  may  have  been  necessa ry:  Writing  would  have  become  useful  as

studen t s  worked  to  plan  project s  that  were  better  than  their  first  project s,

and  a  longer  projec t  may  have  necessi ta ted  some  written  records  to

organize  the  many  clips.  For  this  progra m,  traditional  literacy  was  not

impor tan t .

The  Educational  Video  Center,  by  contras t,  makes  writing  a

regular  part  of  its  progra ms.  It  has  youth  work  on  docume n ta r ies,  requiring

research  and  the  prepa ra t ion  of  interview  questions.  In  these  more

complicated  projec ts,  some  notation  becomes  necessa ry  to  keep  track  of

facts  and  decisions  relating  to  the  composi t ion  of  the  project s.  Studen ts

must  find  a  way  to  commu nica te  their  ideas  effectively  with  others  as  well

as  needing  to  work  out  and  remem be r  decisions.  Additionally,  this

organiza t ion  makes  use  of  journaling  to  furthe r  reflection  on  the  process  of

produc tion.  The  organiza t ion  has  integra ted  writing  thoroughly  into  their
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after - school  program  with  apparen t  success.  In  shor te r  projects  that  are

integra ted  into  regular  school  courses,  journaling  and  other  reflective

writing  can  easily  get  lost  due  to  the  brevi ty  of  the  progra m  and  increased

time  const rain t s ,  but  research  and  interview s  still  require  the  use  of  reading

and  writing.  The  necessi ty  of  reading  and  writing,  therefore,  varies  with  the

complexity  and  type  of  projec t,  with  more  improvisa t ional  or  explora to ry

projects  requiring  less.

Research,  scripts,  logs,  interview s  and  the  impleme n ta t ion  of  text

in  the  video  itself  lead  to  the  use  of  reading  and  writing  as  tools,  thus

studen t s  become  engaged  in  tradi tional  literacy  with  a  purpose  that  is

frequen t ly  more  meaningful  than  the  completion  of  a  paper  that  no  one

other  than  the  teacher  will  ever  read.  The  same  publicness  that  leads

studen t s  to  think  critically  about  the  video,  leads  them  to  use  texts

meaningfully.  Thus  multimedia  texts  are  brough t  meaningfully  into  the  lives

of  youth  when  they  engage  with  some  video  productions.  Further  research

can  clarify  which  contexts  are  most  successful  in  this  respect.

Creating  Literate  Communities

One  of  the  most  powerful  affordances  of  video  produc tion  is  that  it  has  the

ability  to  include  and  be  accessible  to  comm u ni t ies  outside  the  classroo m

and  school.  First,  commu ni ty  membe rs  often  become  part  of  the  video

projects  through  interviews  and  perfor ma nc es .  Experts  and  “stree t



17

interviews”  are  routine  parts  of  the  Educational  Video  Center’s

documen t a r ies,  and  in  all  the  program s,  school  staff,  teachers,  and  studen t s

are  routinely  asked  to  participate.  When  cameras  are  permit ted  to  go  home,

families  and  neighbors  become  part  of  projec ts.  This  participa tion  connect s

studen t s  to  comm u ni ty  member s  during  the  process  of  meaning - making,

which  can  be  powerful  in  literacy  developm e n t.  For  instance,  while  a  pair  of

art  studen t s  explored  their  schools,  they  came  across  a  teacher,  who

perfor me d  for  them,  and  one  studen t  exclaimed,  “That  was  only  a  one  time

thing,  and  I  recorded  it.”  They  went  on  to  record  an  art  project  that  the

teacher  had  created.  These  were  momen t s  of  connect ion  that  would  never

have  happene d  without  the  camera,  and  the  commen t s  of  the  studen t s’

suggested  that  they  were  impor tan t  to  them—impor t a n t  for  the  relations hip

with  school.  Similarly,  when  they  had  a  camera  and  an  official  reason,

studen t s  found  the  courage  to  speak  to  studen t s  from  different  social

groups,  expert s,  and  complete  strangers,  bringing  their  meaning - making

into  diverse  commu ni t ies.  

The  commu ni t y  membe rs  who  participa te  are  often  the  first  in

line  when  it  comes  time  to  screen  the  final  project.  When  screenings  go

beyond  the  classroo m  or  more  simply  when  studen ts  take  their  project s

home,  the  videos  are  enter tain m e n t ,  a  source  for  convers a t ion,  and  a

stimulan t  for  furthe r  involvem e n t  in  video  or  the  topic  that  was  covered.

Families  will  watch  and  apprecia te  a  video  in  ways  that  they  rarely  display
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toward  a  class  paper.  The  youth  find  that  they  have  created  a  produc t  that

was  meaningful  enough  for  others  to  care  about,  and  more  impor tan t ly,  they

have  the  oppor tun i ty  for  conve rsa t ions  about  their  work  that  they  rarely

have  with  other  school  work.  These  conversa t ions  and  the  re- viewing  of

projects  stimula te  furthe r  reflection  and  critical  thinking,  and  a  commu ni t y

larger  than  and  outside  of  the  classroom  becomes  an  instru me n t a l  part  of

the  process.  If, as  a  sociocultu ra l  perspec t ive  sugges ts,  the  effects  of  literacy

are  tied  to  cultural  practices,  then  texts  have  to  become  part  of  those

cultural  practices  outside  of  school  to  bring  about  critical  literacy.  The

literacies  tradi tionally  valued  by  school  simply  do  not  connect  with  most

commu ni t ies  and  the  lives  of  youth   outside  school.  If  a  major  obstacle  to

critical  literacy  for  urban  youth  is  their  lack  of  engageme n t  with  texts

outside  of  school,  then  the  commu ni t ies  that  participa te  in  and  appreciate

studen t - made  videos  succeed  in  building  practices  that  connect  home,

commu ni ty,  and  school  and  therefore  help  promote  critical  literacy  in  the

studen t s  who  seem  to  most  lack  it.

Conclusion

A  sociocultu ra l  perspec t ive  of  literacy  views  its  power  as  being  depende n t

upon  how  the  literacy  is  used.  The  first  issue  for  promoting  literacy  is

engagemen t:  Youth  have  to  use  it.  Many  youth  are  already  passive  users  of

video  at  quanti t ies  far  exceeding  print,  and  observa t ion  in  many  context s
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demons t ra t e s  that  youth  will  more  eagerly  pick  up  a  video  camera  than  a

pencil.  Further m or e,  they  will  more  willingly  edit  and  revise  their  work.

Their  friends  and  family  will  actually  watch  their  videos,  and  the  knowledge

of  those  future  audiences  motivate s  studen t s  to  devote  more  attent ion  to

their  produc t.  As  planning,  revision,  and  in  some  cases,  research  become

impor tan t  to  studen t s,  reading  and  writing  can  become  tools  for

accomplishing  these  tasks.  Traditional  literacies  are  no  longer  ends  in  and  of

themselves  that  are  importan t  only  in  school.  The  embedded n e s s  of  reading

and  writing  in  the  production  process  helps  studen t s  to  become  truly

literate  as  they  begin  seeing  their  writing  as  a  way  to  accomplish  a

meaningful  goal,  and  the  public  nature  of  screenings  helps  studen t s  to  see

their  own  work  in  new  ways.  In  the  process,  new  literacy  communi t ies  are

created  that  use  written  texts,  images,  and  video  togethe r  to  share

meanings,  assuring  more  than  anything  else  that  learning  and  develop me n t

will  continue  outside  of  the  classroom.

In  sum,  the  following  characte ris t ics  of  video  produc tion  have

been  discussed:

•Youth  engagemen t

•Using  a  camera  and  editing  video  increases  engageme n t  in

school.

•Video  produc tion  requires  engageme n t  in  meaning - making.

•Youth  can  uniquely  express  themselve s  and  their  interes t s.
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•Developme n t  of  literacy

•A  third  space  is  created  as  the  most  commonly  used  medium

becomes  a  manne r  of  express ion.  Videos  are  hybrid  languages  as

they  incorpora t e  and  stimulate  the  use  of  multiple  discourses .

•Traditional  literacy  becomes  a  tool  for  researching,  planning,  and

commu nica t ing.

•Video  produc tion  with  disadvan t aged  youth  moves  toward  the

dissolution  of  the  digital  divide.

•Creating  a  litera te  communi ty  

•Communi ty  member s,  places,  and  events  are  easily  integra ted

into  projec ts.

•The  commu ni ty,  including  family,  peers,  and  commu ni ty

organiza t ions,  can  easily  apprecia te  and  honor  the  edited  videos.

In  conclusion,  video  produc tion  progra ms  are  perhaps  easies t  to

pursue  outside  of  school  where  the  const ra in t s  on  time  and  moveme n t  are

fewer,  but  video  production  can  best  serve  studen t s  by  bringing  them  into

school.  While  my  research  is  only  now  directly  address ing  this  proposi tion,

studen t s  repor t  that  a  lack  of  meaning  and  oppor tuni ty  to  be  heard  are

serious  obstacles  to  their  engageme n t  in  school  (Intra to r  & Kunzman,  2009).

By  having  studen t s  engage  with  video  in  school,  its  benefit s  can  become

part  of  the  studen t - school  relationship,  poten t ially  improving  studen t

engagemen t  throughou t  the  curriculum.  The  increased  sense  of  agency,
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meaning,  and  commu ni ty  that  video  produc tion  promotes  can  help  bring

these  qualities  into  school  where  they  most  seem  to  need  nurtu r ing.
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