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Introduction and Purpose 

ADVANCE \d4The purpose of the project that forms the heart of the study and that is reported in this paper was to participate in a hands on activity involving a new literacy and to document the learning that took place during this activity. The impetus for this project was a graduate-level course, GLIT 6756- Language, Literacy and Learning. Our group comprised six graduate students––––all of whom are school teachers––––who met for one week at Marble Mountain Lodge in the Humber Valley.  

ADVANCE \d4The participants chose to develop a music video using the Windows Movie Maker software using clips found online and video clips created together.  They chose to explore the process of learning through the music video making.
ADVANCE \d4A music video is a short film or video that accompanies a complete piece of music, most commonly a song. The rock video, for example, is a common form of music video. Music videos accommodate all styles of filmmaking, including animation, live action films, documentaries, and non- narrative, abstract film. They can be used to accompany all genres of music. (Wikipedia, 2007)

Music videos have a history going as far back as the 1920's animated films were supplied with orchestral scores. Early animated efforts of Walt Disney were also built around music as the Warner Brothers cartoons of Looney Toons and Merrie Melodies were fashioned to specific songs. A key innovation of current times is the modern music video. As the genre developed, music video directors turned 35 mm film as the preferred medium, while others mixed film and video. Queen's "Bohemian Rhapsody" also started a whole new era for using music videos as promos. The early 1980's with the onset of MTV brought music videos into the mainstream pop culture. MTV was seen as the start of the "golden era" of music videos. In the information technology era music videos were sold on videocassettes and now on DVD. Presently, it is argued that people are watching the video for the visual qualities as opposed to just the music. (Wikipedia, 2007) 

Developments of video and sound editing software combined with the ability to download video and music allowed for tinkering with videos and to create “remixed” videos in many forms (i.e. creating movies with video games, anime videos or live action videos of family and friends set to a favourite song). (“Digital Remix”, Lankshear and Knobel, 2007)  Some music videos include “remix". "Remix" is the practice of taking cultural artefacts and combining and manipulating them into a new kind of creative blend.  For example, recording a series of anime cartoons and then video- editing them into synchrony with a popular music track (Lankshear and Knobel, 2007).

In this case, the participants mixed images from YouTube.com with original video clips and still images to illustrate a theme that was in sync with a piece of music.  
ADVANCE \d4The participants chose the concept of Newfoundland culture as a broad theme based on our close affinity and interest in the topic. To interpret their ideas concerning the project itself, they chose to use the design technique of bricolage, which is a remixed video using footage from many sources including video clips downloaded from YouTube, personal videos and still images that represented sentiments about Newfoundland.
ADVANCE \d4Task Process Description
ADVANCE \d4The first action to the daunting task of learning a new literacy was to compose a group of individuals with whom the participants felt comfortable. Through previous course meetings, the participants had met one day a month for 10 months.  They had become accustomed to each other’s idiosyncrasies. Therefore, the participants sat together and negotiated the activity that they wished to participate in and finalized their choice as Music Video.
ADVANCE \d4Following this decision, participants discussed, suggested and made lists about possible themes for their video. These themes consisted of positive attitudes and feelings about their Newfoundland identity and culture. They wished to create an upbeat video, focusing on the enthusiastic and positive features that this province has to offer (i.e. The beautiful scenery, people who represent enthusiasm and energy that originate from Newfoundland and Labrador such as Olympic gold medallist Brad Gushue as well as themselves as the competent energetic graduate students they are; who at the same time are entrusted with the education of this province’s children:) Each of their personal impressions of their heritage and culture played an important role in the making of our video. 

ADVANCE \d4As a group, the members initially agreed to focus on dimensions of Newfoundland culture important to each of them. Concentrating at first on three chronological categories, past, present and future, they initially broke into pairs, but found that this was too fragmented an approach. Thus, they regrouped soon after to work more collaboratively on the theme. Interestingly, they also found that reorganizing their physical space by changing the configuration of the tables into a smaller working space greatly facilitated conversations and learning. 

ADVANCE \d4In terms of the creative process, it soon became evident that a specific song was needed prior to selecting visuals. Settling on one particular song helped us focus and stay true to the intent of the video. The participants all agreed to use the song, "I Want to Break Free", by Queen. This song was purposely selected because it was untraditional and "broke away" from the myths associated with Newfoundland and its people (for example, we did not want to use a traditional ballad). It was felt by the group member that this song exemplifies freedom, a sense of adventure and non-conformity.

ADVANCE \d4The group members discussed the lyrics and possible images they thought might best express their sentiments.   As a portion of the video they agreed upon adding personal digital images of themselves or video clips that we felt represented them in some way.

ADVANCE \d4Due to prior experiences, some group members were familiar with the website, www. YouTube.com. This shared knowledge allowed the group, to find footage that was appropriate for our theme.  Participants searched for tags that represented our impression of our province, namely Newfoundland tourism, freedom, ocean and seagulls. This search resulted in the retrieval of clips from Newfoundland tourism videos that exemplified Newfoundland outport life and the abundance of exquisite scenery. Another example discovered from YouTube was a home movie of a kitchen party featuring traditional accordion music and dance. 

ADVANCE \d4
After experimenting with YouTube, the participants realized the need to download suitable clips to our respective computer hard drives. This isn’t such a straightforward task because the YouTube application does not include a "Save as" function. This meant the participants needed to find some software or online service that would mediate the download process for us. They attempted to use Videodownloader.net first. This uses a popular Web 2.0 application which many people use to save YouTube clips. However, there was trouble getting this service to download videos, which pushed the participants to seek out a different service or application that would help us download the videos needed. After some searching using Google.com, the group located Keepvid.com. This site gave the capability to download video clips in the *.flv format (*.flv format refers to flash files). 

ADVANCE \d4However, it was realized that this *.flv format could not be imported into the Movie Maker program. A group member then completed an online search leading him to http://www.videohelp.com/forum/archive/how-to-convert-flv-flash-video-to-avi-or-mpg-t259578.html, an online forum that suggested downloading the Riva FLV Encoder. This program provided the capability to convert files from *.flv to *.mpeg, which is the format needed to import files into Movie Maker. This moment was a quantum leap in proficiency and learning, and boosted confidence in mastering this new literacy. From this point on the participants felt capable and that they had the ability to move onward. 

ADVANCE \d4Each group member then downloaded their selected clips, converted them to *.mpeg and stored them in various folders on their respective hard drives and jump drives. A total of 20 video clips were downloaded. 

ADVANCE \d4
An analysis of the lyrics and music encouraged the group members to divide the song based on the flow of the chorus.   The group distributed portions of the song and again divided into subgroups adding images and clips to combine later.  

The group decided that one minute and seven seconds of the video would be dedicated to the personal clips.  It was decided that approximately 10 seconds would be allocated to each group member to fill with individual footage.  The still images, used by three participants, were located on each of their hard drives and transported to a single file on a single computer using jump drives.  Two of the three video clips were located on the hard drives of individual participants, cropped using the Movie Maker software to a ten second duration and saved as movie files to be imported into the interlude segment.  One of the participant’s chose to download and convert files from YouTube.com, to crop these files and to save them as a movie file as well.  The extra seven seconds allowed for flexibility with picture duration and allowed for other videos to be downloaded and inserted.

The other portions of the song required images and video clips to be downloaded, cropped and inserted as well.

Through previous experience, incidental learning, and conversation in the group, the participants explored importing, cropping and adding effects and transitions to the video. For example, in the Newfoundland tourism video featuring the community of Cupids, the clip was cropped to focus on two people walking together from a longer sequence of clips.

ADVANCE \d4Throughout the process, the participants were able to save the projects created as project files. A project file saves the "structure" of the video edited work. Saved project files can only be opened and viewed within Movie Maker. When the separate sections of the music video were compiled, however, the stitched-together clips/sections would not save as a movie file. This posed many difficulties and consumed hours and hours of time as the group tried a multitude of ways to solve this problem. 

ADVANCE \d4The three subgroups attempted to “save” each of the four chorus sections of the song “as a movie file”. The movie file provides for transportability of the movie across different players. Not being able to save the movie meant we struggled with producing a final completed piece. The program allowed only one of the four subsections of the song to be saved as a movie file. Only the interlude portion, one minute of video, consisting of still images and short homemade video was successful. 

ADVANCE \d4In an attempt to save the project file as a movie file many trouble-shooting techniques were explored. These avenues consisted of:

· ADVANCE \d4Reorganizing the downloaded video clips, still images and the music file in a single folder and then importing them into a single collection in Movie Maker. 

· ADVANCE \d4Reviewing each file to confirm that the folder from which it was derived was consistent with all other files and to reaffirm that they were of *.mpeg format. 

ADVANCE \d4
The process of reviewing files, recreating the video, and attempting to save it as a movie file was completed numerous times to no avail.

ADVANCE \d4These various learning experiences led to participation in a flexible learning style. Flexibility can involve options in course resources, types of learning activities, media to support learning, and many other possibilities. (Collis and Moonen, 2001) The ability to make choices as a student was essential in the learning of this new literacy and the completion of this project. Working collaboratively in a group and subgroups as necessary and learning from other group members who became "experts" was key.  Decision-making was a necessity such as deciding what avenue to take when troubleshooting a problem that arose. Another essential component to learning was the necessity and ability to "slam on" or to persevere in the face of adversity. The need to overcome obstacles in the path was essential. Positive reinforcement of tasks well done from fellow group members and the use of humour were necessities in the persistence to complete the selected task.

Research Methodology

The project reported here comprised a field-based qualitative, collaborative self-study of the learning processes involved in creating a music video. Data were collected over a period of five days, with each day comprising roughly 6 hours. In all, approximately 30 hours of participant observations were recorded in the form of fieldnotes (taken by each participant and then collated into a group archive). “Participant observation is when researchers engage directly and completely with the context being observed” (A Handbook for Teacher Research, Lankshear and Knobel, 2004, p.225) and best suited our research purpose.

Data collection

Through the course of research two types of data were collected:  spoken, written, and observed.

Observed Data

Observed data are “pieces of information collected by means of systematically watching (observing) people going about their daily lives, or watching events as they unfold” (Lankshear and Knobel , p.175).  All six participants recorded both “fieldnotes made in the heat of the moment” as things were occurring, as well as post facto fieldnotes “that [were] written from memory after the observation period ha[d] ended” (Lankshear and Knobel, p.175).  Once participants compiled all the fieldnotes the data was coded by data using the first initial of the participant’s name and a page number sequence (example:  M1, D2, etc.).  Coding methods are discussed in a subsequent section

Spoken Data

Spoken data can be defined as “any stretch of oral language recorded in some durable or lasting form (e.g. an audio cassette recording, a digital sound file stored on a CD-ROM, a printed transcript for written notes) that can be revisited as desired” (Lankshear and Knobel, p.173).  While recording data, one participant digitally audio-recorded approximately ten minutes of “think alouds” and general group discussion. Think alouds are “used to generate spoken data by engaging speakers in completing a task, solving a problem or gathering information and asking them to talk through the thinking and decision-making processes they are consciously bringing to bear on the task, process or problem (Branch 2000)” (Lankshear and Knobel, p.215) and were especially useful in the current study because they provided interesting insight into participants thinking processes. Verbatim stretches of language were also recorded in fieldnotes in different places.

Data Analysis

The researchers typed up both written records of direct and indirect observations and posted these records on google.docs.com so that all participants could access them.  Later during group discussions, the participants coded and sorted the valid data based on patterns that had emerged through intensive discourse.  Pattern matching can be defined as “the process of identifying patterns discernable across pieces of information” (Lankshear and Knobel , p.304).  

After reflecting upon the observed data, the participants approached the data using pattern matching/recognition strategies.  Each participant matched data with specific patterns that were visible throughout the analysis.  Pattern matching “includes using ‘both creative and critical faculties in making carefully considered judgments about what is really significant and meaningful in the data’ (Patton 2002: 467)” (Lankshear and Knobel, p.306). The researchers then discussed individual patterns and reached a consensus as to the two main patterns:  flexible learning and overcoming obstacles.  These patterns formed three sub-categories for each section:  flexible learning (troubleshooting, porous leadership, and collaborative learning); overcoming obstacles (perseverance, positive reinforcement, and humour in learning).  

Open Coding

Open coding is defined as “the process of breaking data down […] selecting an observation, a sentence or a paragraph in fieldnotes, taking it apart and giving it a name to each discrete incident, idea or event” (Lankshear and Knobel, p.310).  The researchers used open coding data by using the three sub-categories under each main pattern in the following way:  troubleshooting (T), porous leadership (PL), and collaborative learning (CL); perseverance (P), positive reinforcement (PR), and humour in learning (HL).  The coded data for each participant was then colour-coded and organized as wordprocessed files.

Flexible learning (see Table 1).

The participants define “troubleshooting” as viewing online help forums, utilizing the help menu option on various websites and within the programs used during the music video making process.  Troubleshooting also included seeking advice and assistance from other participants, research groups, and course instructors.  

Gee defines “porous leaders” as “[people] who don’t and can’t order [other] people around or create rigid, unchanging, and impregnable hierarchies” (Gee 2007, p.101).  Porous leaders are persons who are considered to be reliable resources because they act or serve as enablers to other participants in the learning process.

Participants define collaborative learning as working independently, in pairs and/or a whole group setting.  Collaborative learning includes sharing knowledge, offering assistance, and discussing issues that may arise during the learning process.  Later, participants came to define collaborative learning as also including branching out and working with other independent  research groups to solve community issues/problems.  

Table 1 Flexible Learning and its sub-categories

	Category
	Example
	Source of Data

	Troubleshooting
	“Denise and I searched for help in finding out about Movie Maker. Basically look for a manual. Options provided: add effects, transitions, speed up/slow down, turn it around, make it cool, etc. Video transitions go between storyboard.”
	B2

(Bobbi Payne

Field Notes

July 14, 2007)

	Porous Leadership
	“We will not learn by watching. We need Milan to teach us how to download the software he used so we can all learn how to convert videos into Windows Movie Maker. 

Milan then does teaching session with us. He shows us how to use ‘keepvid.com’ to save videos from You Tube to our hard drive. Everyone sat around his computer and he shared his learning process with us. Bobbi recorded as Milan spoke aloud so later she could post it on google.docs.com so everyone would have the directions”


	H3

(Heather Oates 

Field Notes 

July 15, 2007)

	Collaborative Learning
	“Group voted on ideas until we decided on a Music Video.  We then discussed ideas and suggestions for project and picked themes for the project. We initially went with breaking up into two groups for each section based on the past, present and future as represented in the video on Newfoundland and Labrador’s “cultural traditions/identity”.


	M1

(Milan Parab 

Field Notes 

July 13, 2007)


Overcoming Obstacles (see Table 2)

The participants define “perseverance” as developing various strategies to solve problems, issues, and situations that may arise throughout the learning process.  Oftentimes as learners it is difficult to accept the idea of “not knowing” or to be uncertain.  MacGinitie (1983) states that “we link uncertainty with fear, but it is the foundation of hope” (p.677). 

The positive reinforcement that participants experience when frustrations, anxieties, and confusions are revealed is essential to motivating the learners to persevere.  According to Gee, “Learning works best when new challenges are pleasantly frustrating in the sense of being felt by learners to be at the outer edge of, but within, their “regime of competence.” (2007, p.36) 

The participants realized during the learning process that humor in learning is also integral to alleviating stresses associated with learning.  According to Chiasson (2003), a second language researcher, “humour is an extremely effective tool in education because it reduces tension, improves classroom climate, increases enjoyment, increases student-teacher rapport and facilitates learning” (p.2).  Although Chiasson is working out of the second language studies field, his comments about humour hold within the context of new literacies. Researchers are beginning to focus more and more on the role of humour in online literacies, identity work and social interaction (Lankshear and Knobel, 2007).

 Table 2 Overcoming Obstacles and its sub-categories

	Category
	Example
	Source of Data

	Perseverance
	“We decided that our current physical set up was not working. Bobbi and Denise decide to make a smaller table set up, more so in a round table format.”
	S2

(Suzanne Gilbert

Field Notes

July 14, 2007)

	Positive Reinforcement
	“Bobbi is trying to calm Milan down, he is feeling very uncertain without the Internet.  Milan says, ‘I feel so powerless, I have no control’ 
	H2

(Heather Oates 

Field Notes 

July 14, 2007)

	Humour in Learning
	“Filmed ending for our video outside, discussed first what we wanted to do inside then Renee filmed us using a digital camera outside from the top of the patio to get a bird’s eye view. The first clip we did in two takes. The second clip we ran after Suzanne and Milan while they were holding the NL flag, this will probably end up in the bloopers section of video, if we have time to do one.”
	H5

(Heather Oates 

Field Notes 

July 17, 2007)


Discussion

Out of the data, the participants identified two main patterns: flexible learning and overcoming obstacles.  From these main patterns, three sub-categories were formed for each: flexible learning, which included troubleshooting, porous leadership, and collaborative learning; and overcoming obstacles, which included perseverance, positive reinforcement, and humour in learning.

Flexible Learning  

The participants came to understand the term ‘flexible learning’ as learning which is comprised of various strategies which learners would use when experiencing the learning process. This differs from more traditional conceptions of learning that, at least within education, tend to focus on individualized, solitary approaches. Flexible learning, in contrast, emphasizes social, collective approaches. 

The label for this key pattern emerged out of the data collected by each participant, when it became clear that terms like “learning” or “adaptability” were insufficient for describing this phenomenon.  When discussing the pattern of ‘flexible learning’, the research group also realized that various sub-categories existed.  These sub-categories include: troubleshooting, porous leadership, and collaborative learning.  

Troubleshooting

The participants decided to use the term the category ‘troubleshooting’ because each participant is familiar with having trouble with not only technology but also with everyday events and occurrences in life.  Troubleshooting occupies a conceptual space like problem solving.  However, these two concepts are not synonymous when we look at our data. When ‘troubles’ arose participants needed to find some form of assistance. “Problem solving” within education, tends to involve the learner in using resources immediately at hand to resolve a pre-fabricated problem. In our case, while acquiring our new literacy in music video making, we encountered multiple issues and/or problems when dealing with software and hardware.  It was quite evident that ‘help’ options and online forums needed to be utilized in order to gain success with the technology being used. Thus we went well outside the immediate “space” of our video making project (e.g., we used much more than the “help” function built into Windows Movie Maker). Discussion with other participants, groups, and instructors was also relevant in the troubleshooting realm.   

There were several examples of troubleshooting the participants encountered while attempting to manipulate Windows Movie Maker.  One example found the group unable to save a completed movie in the program and then replay the movie in Windows Movie Maker.  The software program would give an error message of “insufficient memory” and the laptop would ‘freeze’ or stop running.  The group began collectively strategizing on how to solve or troubleshoot the issue and it was through the use of the Windows Movie Maker ‘help’ option, online forums about Windows Movie Maker, and trial and error that some insight was gained on how to manipulate the video clips. “Troubleshooting” is a more apt term for describing this process because not only is it a familiar term within computing discourse, but it embodies an active searching, cobbling together, trial and error process we felt is not adequately captured by the term “problem solving”. 

Ironically, schools/teachers tend to focus on problem solving and not troubleshooting. The implications of this are discussed in the following section.

Porous Leadership

The participants decided to use the label ‘porous leadership’ because all participants offered skills and expertise at different times which was utilized over the course of the learning process. This term originated directly from James Gee’s work on ‘New Capitalism’ (see Gee, Hull and Lankshear 1996).  Gee describes porous leadership as being non-hierarchal, and as focusing on a more shared distribution of leadership than was traditionally the case with this concept. In other words, from this orientation towards leadership, everyone has something valuable to offer.  Gee’s claims concerning porous leadership falls in line with the concept of ‘Web 2.0’where “distributed expertise [is practiced] over centralized expertise” (Lankshear and Knobel, 2004, p. 21).  Gee also discusses the concept of “affinity spaces” which relates to porous leadership because there is a network of leaders sharing various expertise in community spaces as opposed to a single dominant leader within a constrained space.  In our own case, we did not have time to develop an affinity space per se, but we were certainly able to benefit from established affinity spaces as we troubleshot issues and drew on discussion forums and help guides and the like.

Although we have discussed porous leadership earlier, another example from our data usefully embodies our points here. Through the research group’s learning process, porous leadership occurred when one specific participant initiated a group meeting and posed a suggestion to the other participants that reading tasks be shared amongst all members so that all might have the opportunity to become an ‘expert’ in one’s own section.  All researchers were in consensus that this method of learning was efficient due to the time constraints placed on the study.  Each participant returned sharing the acquired knowledge from their individual task and also posted the notes associated with each reading on google.docs.com so that all researchers had access to peruse.   This example illustrates the importance of creating a distributed power structure whereby, initially one participant helped in the facilitated learning of all other participants, but this grew into whole group distributed learning.    

The concept of porous leadership has significant implications for classroom practice. Conventional teaching strategies have long emphasized the importance of teaching students how to work in groups. This often takes the form of assigning set roles to each group “member”. For example, in literature circles countless “how to” professional texts advocate specific roles for text readers, text illustrators, etc… This issue is taken up in more detail in the following section.

Collaborative Learning

A central pattern that proved to be integral to the outcomes of this study was “collaborative learning”. As defined earlier, collaborative learning is working independently, in pairs, and/or in a whole group setting.  Collaborative learning includes sharing knowledge, offering assistance, and discussing issues that may arise during the learning process.  

The participants decided to label this pattern ‘collaborative learning’ because of the distinctive nature of how we collectively worked together on an unfamiliar literacy project. The kind of collaborative learning that took place was not the kind found in constructivism, where students are often engaged in re-discovering subject-area concepts or information and are treated as empty vessels to be filled with knowledge.  In contrast, the present project embodies elements of what Gee would call “collective intelligence”.  Participants decided upon “collective learning” over “collective intelligence” as a key concept demonstrated in our data because our focus was specifically on learning processes, rather than on becoming experts or producing an expert product-sharing per se.

Although we have discussed collaborative learning in a previous section, another example that exists from our data is when participants decided to break apart into smaller groups so that time could be provided and attention given to one specific task each.  For example, in deciding on a theme when learning our new literacy of how to make a music video, one group focused on song selection, while another focused on the actual movie making process, finally, the last group observed and recorded fieldnotes to be later used when analyzing data.  All participants then collectively discussed their paired findings and shared the knowledge with one another.  This allowed each participant to experience the knowledge in a different way.  

The concept of collaborative learning also has significant implications for classroom practice. In traditional classroom settings students have often been expected to solve problems and to complete assigned work, in a specified time frame, individually.  The notion of “time on task” comes into play here as teachers and students in the past have often not availed of collaborative learning practices because there simply is “not enough time” to share one’s acquired knowledge.  This issue is taken up in more detail in the following section.

Overcoming Obstacles 

The participants came to understand the term ‘overcoming obstacles’ as attempts to conquer those barriers that exist when engaged in the learning process.   

The label for this key pattern emerged out of the data collected by each participant, when it became clear that terms like “frustrations” or “discoveries” were insufficient for describing this phenomenon.  When discussing the pattern of ‘overcoming obstacles’, the research group also realized that various sub-categories existed.  These sub-categories include: perseverance, positive reinforcement, and humour in learning. 

Perseverance

The participants decided to use the term ‘perseverance’ as a category because each participant has experience with the emotion associated with wanting to relinquish a particular task when one gets frustrated.  Perseverance was a key category to include because when learning a new literacy, as is the case with learning anything new, one will oftentimes experience frustrations, confusions, and high levels of anxieties.  However, we realized very early on that if we were to experience any kind of success in learning our new literacy then we had to be open to accepting failures and persevering onwards.  In our case, while acquiring our new literacy in music video making, we encountered frustrations, confusions, and anxieties on a daily, sometimes hourly, basis.  Each participant took it upon themselves, with the encouragement of fellow researchers, to push onwards and upwards.    

Although an example has been provided in an earlier section, several others exist.  One in particular involved a participant having a “technological meltdown” of sorts.  While navigating through the downloading applications for converting video files for Movie Maker, this participant experienced several “bumps in the road.”  The researcher became quite agitated stating: “I feel powerless and paralyzed.”  Once the other participants recognized the severity of the obstacle each offered encouraging words and assisted in finding strategies to allow the said participant to refocus and continue through the trek of learning the new literacy.  

Oftentimes in the classroom setting, teachers do not allow time for perseverance to take place.  For example, in English Language Arts classrooms timed demand writing sessions are becoming the norm.  Children are expected to write on an unknown topic in a set amount of time.  Many children feel ‘paralyzed’ when asked to complete this task as they feel the time allotted is inadequate and unfair.  This issue will be discussed in a subsequent section.

Positive Reinforcement

The participants selected the category ‘positive reinforcement’ because every learning situation requires a supportive and encouraging environment.  This optimistic approach to learning helped learners remain focused on the learning task.  Several professional texts have indicated that environments lacking positive reinforcement affect ‘how well’ an individual learns.  In analyzing data, all participants had recorded moments of ‘well-wishing’ and ‘morale boosts’ provided by fellow participants.  These ‘feel-good’ moments encouraged participants to embrace both the positive and negative aspects associated with the learning process.

When considering positive reinforcement present throughout the learning process, participants were in agreement that it was frequent words of encouragement as well as ‘pats on the back’ which made the difference for them.  Positive reinforcement inspired the participants to not only maintain focus on the task at hand, but also to enjoy the learning process, despite the many ‘hurdles’ that occurred along the way.  

Other participants cited the supportive environment of home life as a great morale booster.  One participant commented on the tremendous pride felt when reaching a goal at home.  The participant was so elated that she could not wait until the next day to share her success with fellow participants; that same night she demonstrated and taught her ‘new found’ knowledge to her family.  Not only was positive reinforcement received from family members, but also they too learned a new skill set.

Sometimes teachers fail to understand the importance of providing a healthy learning environment filled with lots of positive reinforcement.  Teachers must realize the importance of positive reinforcement as a useful and valid learning tool.  Students thrive when given the smallest compliments during the learning process.  For example, when students make ‘baby steps’ during a task, teachers could offer words of praise and show excitement for them during their learning process and often students will rise to the occasion and want to succeed.  This issue will be discussed in a subsequent section.

Humour in Learning

The participants decided to use the term ‘humour in learning’ because during the learning process each participant recognized that humour was necessary in order for each participant to enjoy the process.  Humour was used at various incidences to “lighten the mood” as well as to alleviate built up frustrations that arose out of the process itself.  In our case, while acquiring our new literacy in music video making, we encountered multiple occurrences of frustration, confusion, and anxiety.  It became quite evident that ‘laughter certainly was the best medicine’.  Whether a simple joke or smile from another participant, frustration levels dropped almost instantly. 

Thankfully, there were several examples of humour in learning that occurred during the learning process.  The ultimate example had to be when the group participants decided to make a video clip outside of Marble Mountain to include in our music video for “I Want to Break Free.”  While outside the participants were finding much humour in establishing ideas to record digitally.  In fact, that participants were having such fun that the recorder of the video originally thought that several takes would need to occur before a suitable one would be obtained.  After shooting the initial clip, through much laughter, the researchers decided to try another idea and run down the base of a ski hill while holding the Newfoundland flag.  While this idea fit the underlying theme of the music video, Newfoundland Culture, the participants quickly realized that not all could run as fast as the other.  Therefore, when the camera began rolling and the participants began running, what was suppose to be a side-by-side run of six turned into two in the lead, two participants tying for second, while two, both wearing inadequate footwear for such a daunting task, lagged behind.  The “race” ended with one participant pretending to bust through the flag which left fellow participants laughing hysterically.  This example clearly demonstrates that sometimes humour is necessary in rejuvenating one’s mental abilities.  All participants returned to the afternoon session feeling excited and welcomed new obstacles. 

In schools/classrooms today children often complain that it’s “all work and no play.”  Educators must realize that including humour in the learning process is essential to the success of the learners.  This issue will be discussed further in an upcoming section.

Implications for Future Teaching

Flexible Learning

Troubleshooting

In the contemporary classroom, teachers often fail to recognize the importance of a skill such as troubleshooting.  Teachers often do not value when students attempt and arrive at a response in a non-traditional way, meaning outside the prescribed resources.  Instead, teachers have always valued an approach that utilizes resources to solve pre-set problems to achieve a finite response or knowable answer.  In contrast, troubleshooting is a more complex skill set because it requires learners to abandon traditional problem-solving methods and to instead ‘fly by the seat of their pants’ so to speak.  Troubleshooting is a valuable skill because it teaches learners to ‘think outside the box’ and forces them to ‘think on their feet’.  When troubleshooting, learners make use of other learners, trial and error, affinity or community spaces such as online help forums, to work out and arrive at a possible piece of knowledge.  It makes use of a much more detailed learning process because learners are actually handling multiple pieces of knowledge and ways of knowing and placing them together to construct new ways of knowing.  When examining traditional problem-solving approaches there is little creativity and it often has very few ways of knowing and knowledge to achieve.  

Troubleshooting is often seen in the contemporary classroom as ‘time off task’, ‘wasting time’, ‘doing it wrong’, ‘not following instructions’, ‘not sitting still in your seat’, etc., Troubleshooting should be seen as a creative mind at work, not as a student attempting to derail a lesson or defy a teacher’s authority, because often it is quite the contrary.  Teachers need to eliminate the negativity associated with troubleshooting and see it as a valuable way of learning.

Personal Anecdote

One participant recalls having a student who was in a digital photography class and was not paying attention to instructions on how to resize a picture in Photoshop Elements. The teacher asked him to stop working on his project and to step outside the classroom door.  While in the hallway, the teacher asked the student why he was choosing to disrupt the classroom and distract others by not following along.  His response included a detailed description on the short cuts he had found to accomplish the task.  He did not follow the ‘prescribed’ rules and read off the help options or the class notes on the chalkboard, but instead played around with the program until he found his own way of learning.  This example clearly demonstrates that troubleshooting can often times be an effective method in students achieving success in the classroom. 

Group Work

The idea of group work emerged out of two categories, ‘porous leadership’ and ‘collaborative learning’.  We decided to collapse the two because we felt that both categories worked together to achieve the same goals, having students working in groups to achieve particular tasks and learning processes.  In classrooms today, teachers often misunderstand or misuse the notion of group work.  Group work sometime arises from the desire for less correcting or the need to place ‘weaker students with stronger ones’.  Some teachers fail to see the value in group work as a way to eliminate a teacher-centered classroom.  Teachers need to realize that they do not always need to be in control or have all of the answers/knowledge.  Students are perfectly capable of forming groups and supporting one another to develop types of knowledge with limited teacher guidance. This method would then provide a level ‘playing field’ where all participants have some expertise to offer throughout the learning process, thereby creating an emotion of trust throughout all members on the learning endeavor.

In community driven spaces, we find various types of collaborative learning taking place such as working in pairs, small groups, and larger groups.  In community spaces students have a greater feeling of trust.  In environments based on trust students would be more willing to take risks, for example when operating a literature circle in the classroom, teachers can allow students to collaborate on how the literature circle will unfold in terms of roles, how the learning is shared, etc. rather than simply assigning a role based on professional texts of what a literature circle should follow.

Personal Anecdote

One participant discussed that when she began her teaching career she did not fully understand the concept of ‘group work’ and simply grouped children based on academic abilities as well as placing those students with behavioural issues in certain groups.  However, as time passed and the participant gained more experience in the context of group set-up, she realized that it is perfectly okay to allow students to have choice in the selection process.  As well, students can be effective learners and teachers in groups, with very little guidance/assistance from the teacher.  Teachers often are afraid to let the ‘reigns go’ in the classroom but sometimes a new approach to teaching makes for a much more positive approach to learning.  Keeping in mind that allowing effective group work also allows teachers time to observe the students directly engaged in the learning process thereby allowing teachers time to become more knowledgeable and in essence better educators.    

Overcoming Obstacles
Perseverance, Positive Reinforcement, Humour in Learning

When discussing the main pattern of overcoming obstacles one future teaching implication that became evident is that as teachers oftentimes we do not allow our students adequate time to overcome various obstacles in learning.  Time is of the essence in every classroom and with the demands placed on educators by department officials there is very little room for allowing children the opportunity to explore alternative paths of learning.  

The focus in most classrooms seems to be on the end point assessment (e.g., Criterion Referenced Testing) rather than on the process of learning.  Due to the demands imposed and time constraints, teachers will focus attention on the end product rather than on the journey to reach that end product.  This practice stems from a culture of valuing product over process.  

For example, it is very common in most classrooms that children are assigned a task and a particular method to complete the task.  If during the process of completing a task, the learners experience difficulties, they are often left “to fend for themselves.”  The concern is not with how the student learned but on the final test or report.  In most classrooms, there is also not enough positive reinforcement when students do not complete assigned tasks properly or in a timely matter.  Keeping in mind that ‘timely matter’ is often pre-determined by education department officials who have imposed these timely demands on teachers, and students, by creating curricula that are ‘jam-packed’ with outcomes to be covered in 195 school days or less.  Due to the time constraints, teachers often experience stress which is felt by students in classrooms.  Students will often remark that teachers are ‘strict’ and that learning is ‘boring’.  Teachers must realize that humour needs to be incorporated from time to time so that school is not simply ‘all work and no play.’  Several professional texts have linked success with humour and have shown that it can, and does, enliven school subjects.

Personal Anecdote

Most participants agree that the demands imposed in terms of ‘time’ are detrimental to the classroom setting.  All here however admit that while we are ‘guilty’ from time to time of not allowing children adequate time to persevere, of not providing enough reinforcement for ‘jobs well-done’, and of not being ‘funny’ enough, we all believe that these things are vital to a healthy and positive learning environment.  Recently one participant commented that while doing a lesson in a grade 9 English Language Arts class on poetry and song, that the students were finding it a little repetitive and wanted the teacher to participate as well.  The participant, along with her intern, decided to perform a musical selection live with a little dance.  This act enabled the children to see ‘another side’ of the teacher and although the teachers were skeptical at first as to what the students would actually learn from this experience, this act started an hour-long discussion on poetic elements, song, and drama.  

Conclusion

The participants, after acquiring a new literacy of music video making, have reflected greatly on the learning process itself.  All agree that this experience was a humbling one in that it has forced us back into the ‘student’s chair’, a place where we have not sat for quite sometime.  Each participant feels humble because they now recognize the difficulties and struggles that students face each and every day when they are engaged in the learning process.  Students must face a myriad of obstacles everyday and we as educators have traditionally expected students to follow a particular path(s) in order to gain knowledge or skills. We now recognize that the learning process is where actual learning occurs, and if it were not for the process itself there would be no end product.

When we return to our classrooms we will take with us the need for our students to be the leaders of their own learning.  We will encourage them to persevere and troubleshoot for solutions.  We are determined to allow our students to overcome obstacles regardless of the demands placed on educators by outside sources.  We have come away from this graduate course and return to our classrooms with a renewed sense of our abilities as teachers as well as a greater appreciation for our students’ educational journeys.
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