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Creative Contexts: Reflecting on work placements in the creative industries

Dr Daniel Ashton
Introduction

This article introduces and evaluates Creative Contexts, a website resource for undergraduate students in the United Kingdom to share their experiences from work placements in the media and creative industries. Knight and Yorke (2003, 4) identify work experience as one of the four ways for enhancing employability and note that, ‘employers generally prefer to hire people who have workplace experience, especially those can show what they have learnt from it’. This article outlines the distinctive ‘reflections films’ approach of Creative Contexts, and uses empirical evaluation material to examine the processes of reflection that can accompany organized work experience as part of a programme of study (see Blackwell et al. 2001; Little and Harvey 2007) and explore the ‘ways in which the student learns from his or her experiences’ (Yorke 2006, 7).

Knight and Yorke’s (2003) comments instructively signal the interlinked processes of undertaking and gaining work placements, and reflecting on work placement experiences. The Creative Contexts resource engages with both these aspects by facilitating reflections on placements, and then publicly providing them for others to use as they identify, approach and undertake their own placements. 

Personally meaningful stories are central to Creative Contexts and this article, firstly, outlines approaches to employability that emphasize identity and personal reflections over the listing of skills. Part two elaborates on the reflections films approach and Creative Contexts is situated alongside extant approaches to reflecting on work placements. Part three provides an outline of how the resource is organised and an overview of the evaluation process used to examine student engagement in relation to three themes: representational forms, enhancing employability, and student voices. Part four then considers how Creative Contexts can be evaluated and developed with reference to wider challenges and problems identified with reflective practice (Boud and Walker, 1998).
Part One: Context – Employability

Emploaybillity, as Boden and Nedeva (2010, 38) argue, ‘is discursively framed’ and ‘subject to a wide variety of conceptualizations’. Along these lines, discussions of employability must be attentive to ‘definitional dilemmas’ (Pegg, Waldock, Hendy-Issac and Lawton 2012) and ongoing efforts seeking both to address these dilemmas and then develop further models (see for example, Dacre Pool and Sewell, 2007). Pegg et al. (2012) survey a range of potential definitions of employability and stress the high degree of variability in institutional and national contexts. Whilst recognizing variability and difference, a ‘consensual theory’ of employability (Brown, Hesketh and Williams, 2003) is evident across a range of institutional initiatives that promote and embed employability (see for example, the case studies in Pegg et al. 2012). A key priority within higher education is orientating and facilitating teaching and learning so that students graduate prepared for industry, and are aware of how to demonstrate their employability attributes and monitor their personal development:

It is now accepted that there is a need to ensure that employability as a concept is developed within the curriculum and that people leaving higher education should be confident not only that their knowledge, skills and capabilities for entering the world of work are appropriate, but that they are able to articulate these to potential employers.

(Butcher et al. 2011, 3)

Of relevance for this discussion is the position that students should not only be gaining relevant experiences to enhance their employability, but also developing their abilities to reflect in order to understand the knowledge, skills and capabilities they have gained and how to articulate these. Whilst articulating employability to potential employers is an established priority, there remains scope for a wider understanding of reflection and articulation. Two specific responses or refinements can be made to Butcher et al.’s comments on what counts as ‘appropriate’ and how appropriate knowledge and skills are ‘articulated’.  

Firstly, there has been significant criticism concerning employer-led understandings of appropriate skills (Brown, Hesketh and Williams 2003) and this discussion is equally cautious of repeating and reinforcing employer perspectives. Secondly, those seeking to highlight issues of identity and career management in practices of acquiring and articulating graduate employability have critically examined skills-listing approaches presented by employers (see for example, the Confederation of British Industry 2009). For Holmes (2002), the graduate identity approach focuses on emergent identities and the parties engaged in the processes of claim and ascription. In contrast to graduate skills-listing approaches, Holmes (2002, 147) addresses ‘the extent to which an individual is able to express their claim on the graduate identity through the use of skills language that is likely to improve their prospects of being selected’. The recognition of appropriate language echoes with Butcher et al.’s focus on articulation, but Holmes also identifies the processes by which ‘skills language’ is acquired and the differential abilities to harness this in presenting recognizable graduate identities. Bridgstock (2009, 35) similarly points to the complexities of developing and articulating skills, and identifies reflection as a central part of the: 

[…] ongoing process of engaging in reflective, evaluative and decision-making processes using skills for self-management and career building, based on certain underlying traits and dispositional factors, to effectively acquire, exhibit and use generic and discipline-specific skills in the world of work 

The further conceptualizations from Holmes and Bridgstock highlight the limitations of a skills-listing approach by signaling how the capacity to exhibit skills is bound up with identity and dispositional factors. By attending to identity positions, underlying traits, and dispositional factors, it becomes clearer that employability can be articulated in personally meaningful ways that may, or may not, correspond with “appropriate articulation” to employers. As Jary and Shah (2009, 5 cited in Hinchcliffe and Jolly 2011, 582) identify from their cross-disciplinary survey of what is learnt in higher education, ‘the employability and skills agenda of the government is not always fully shared by students’ and ’a narrow focus on skills and employability neglects the equally important ways in which higher education changes people’s lives’. Having considered the potential distance between how employability is articulated and for whom, the following section turns to work placements as a specific means of enhancing employability and the differing approaches to reflection and making them personally meaningful.

Part Two: Aims – Reflections on Work Placements 

The ‘Dearing Report’ (1997) provides a widely recognized point of reference (see Blackwell et al. 2001) that emphasizes the significance of work placements, whether these are structured or informal, paid or unpaid. As Little and Harvey (2007) outline, work experience placements for all higher education students further emerged as an issue and priority during the 1990s.  This priority has been reiterated most recently with the ‘Wilson Review’, prepared for the Department for Business, Innovation & Skills (BIS), as the following comments indicate: ‘every full-time undergraduate student should have the opportunity to experience a structured, university approved undergraduate internship during their period of study’ (Wilson 2012, 5). The ‘Wilson Review’ sits alongside a number of reports that focus on employability and presenting students with ‘real-world’ experiences (Pegg et al. 2012). Having outlined several of these reports and studies, Pegg et al. (2012) conclude their own report in stating evidence that work experience contextualizes learning and has a strong influence on graduate employment. Moreover, Pegg et al. (2012) argue that work experience should be a ‘pedagogically supported experience’ and, in a way that can be connected with Bridgstock’s (2009) comments on reflective processes, they specifically reference reflection and the articulation of the learning achieved.

In reviewing the connections between employability and reflection, Moon (2004) situates the development of personal development planning within higher education during the 1990s as part of a response to observations that students did not have the self-awareness or language to express or describe the skills and attributes that they had acquired. In his discussion of integrating work experiences in higher education, Billett (2009, 829) suggests that, ‘to secure the educational worth of these experiences, particular curriculum and pedagogic responses are needed prior to, during and after students’ engagement in practice-based learning experiences’. For Billett (2009, 835), ‘both practice and academic settings provide particular kinds of experiences and potential contributions to students’ learning’:

Each of these settings affords particular potentials for the learning of occupational practice. Therefore, we need to understand how best to organise, sequence and engage learners in both practice and educational settings, and productively integrate experiences across them
In terms of securing the educational worth of placements and integrating experiences, Moon (2004) notes that the reflective component to work experience can be an excellent support to employability. 

Little and Harvey (2007) have addressed the experiences of students who took their placement in the second year of study and then went back into university for their final year. Either across academic levels or within the same level/academic year, the integration of placement experiences can take place through preparation and evaluation stages (Little and Harvey 2006). These stages can be used to introduce and foreground the documentation processes that should be undertaken on placement and the ways in which the reflection can take place upon the students “return”. Moon (2004) elaborates on how work placement learning is mediated through structured reflective activities, including learning journals and oral reflective activities such as action learning sets or group presentations.  Learning journals are often used as a tool to facilitate the development of reflective practice, and Morrison (1998) provides a detailed account of how keeping a learning journal can be a mechanism for developing reflective practice. According to Moon (2006, 18), the term ‘learning journal’ can be, ‘vague in meaning but broadly seems to imply that a person is active in reflecting on events and using what she can learn from them to improve future action’. In relation to work placements and potential future/permanent positions, this could include securing placements, working with others on placements, and dealing with uncomfortable situations. In his discussion of experience-based learning, Davies (2003, 131) suggests that, ‘logbooks should be encouraged, with emphasis of assessment in the progress shown in, for example, choice of relevant material, clarity of presentation, critical evaluation and development of understanding’.  In her discussion of learning journals, Moon (2006) notes that we learn from the process of representing learning, for example representing the initial learning in a journal, and that people may be more proficient at one form of this secondary process or representation than another (e.g. more proficient at oral rather than written communication). The use of a written log-book or journal readily translates into written journals or reports as the primary means of reflecting. The reflections films approach differs in style and focus to learning journals. 

Part Three: Engagement - representational forms, enhancing employability and student voices

Creative Contexts invites and shares reflections films produced by undergraduate students in the United Kingdom on their work placements in the media and creative industries. Creative Contexts can be used as a discussion resource for students going on placement and as a means of facilitating reflections for students whilst on and upon return from placements. It is a teaching and learning resource that is not geared towards providing a ‘showcasing’ role for students to present an employer-facing account of themselves for the purposes of gaining employment. Rather, the opportunity exists for candid reflections on personal experiences and for students to contribute to peer learning around work placements. This approach is intended to help ‘facilitate the sharing and drawing out of experiences’ and ‘emphasis the agentic and selective qualities of learning through practice’ (Billett 2009, 840).  Reflections films would be completed after a placement but could draw on materials, such as interviews and personal learning logs, generated during the placement. Whilst there are no specific boundaries, suggested topics include: Identifying and securing work placements; insights into working with others; activities undertaken; how work placement experiences connect together; challenges encountered and response; and feelings and experiences of ‘fitting in’.  

Creative Contexts was launched nationally in February 2012 and within the first 4 months 18 student contributions were made available. 16 of these contributions were developed as part of the assessment for a level 6 ‘Professional Practice’ module coordinated by the author on a media production related degree. Whilst a number of contributions reflected generally on the nature of work placements, for example on first impressions, the majority of contributions responded to the media/creative industries focus with contributions on media production, film and television, journalism and publishing, and design. There was no requirement for students to share online films that were made within the context of their ‘Professional Practice’ module. Guidelines on contributing provided (Creative Contexts 2012) deal with moderation and anonymity. Critical comments from contributors would normally be in a broad sense (rather than naming specific organizations) and elaboration is encouraged on how they responded and suggestions to both hosts and those (going) on placements. In keeping with the student voice ethos of Creative Contexts discussed below, editorial input extended only to assessing suitability in relation to relevance and decency, and organizing contributions to make them accessible through a coherent ‘tagging’ structure.
The Creative Contexts approach focuses on student voice and provides scope for students to choose the representational form they will use to articulate the significance of work placements for their enhanced employability and/or their lives more widely. The following discussion examines student engagement with the resource using these three aspects and draws on materials generated as part of the evaluation of Creative Contexts: 16 semi-structured interviews (coded ‘I’) conducted by the author with students who had contributed films to Creative Contexts as embedded within the level 6 ‘Professional Practice’ module as an assessment item; responses to an ‘educators’ questionnaire (coded EDQ; 4 responses) posted on Creative Contexts; and, an ‘employers’ questionnaire (coded EMQ; 2 responses) posted on Creative Contexts.

Representational Forms

In his case study on using technology to enable young people with learning disabilities within further education to share reflections on work placements, Jenkins (2011, 2) outlines how:

  

Students are taught to use Microsoft Office, PowerPoint and Microsoft Publisher to create presentations and newsletters for first year students to share information about their placement. This is enriched with a range of multi-media resources (images of the environment, the tools they use, appropriate attire, the people they work with) which students are also asked to collect as part of their placement

For Jenkins, presentations and newsletters are identified as appropriate forms of communicating work placement experiences that may be enriched by images. With Creative Contexts the focus is on the capacity of making films to communicate work placement stories and experiences. Importantly though, the structure and communication of reflections can come through a range representational forms that can be showed on screen ‘like a film’. The opportunities that come for students through the availability of a range of representational forms is evident in the following contributor comments:

Love lists, but I’m not very good at typing an essay.  So for me, this is a perfect idea because I think more creatively than anything else (I1)

Well for me because I’m dyslexic and I hate writing. So it was good to do it. The video […] was a more creative way of reflecting (I2)

It’s a different way of seeing it […] ten times more interesting than reading a leaflet that [my teacher] gave me about work experience’ (I9)
There is more research to be conducted on the exact nature of how ‘films’ differ from ‘writing’ and ‘essays’, but these comments signal an opportunity for using films to facilitate productive reflections for students.  Evaluation comments from a higher education lecturer (EDQ2) offers further indication of the potential for facilitating reflection by diversifying representational forms. Specifically, they (EDQ2) suggest how this approach has potential for making connections with other students: 

I could imagine incorporating the production of a suitable film for submission to this site into my students WBL [work-based learning] reflective assignment. I am encouraging a general move, optional, away from written submissions of theory and reflective elements in other units.

The film format may hopefully attract a broader audience than a blog of written reflective reports and should encourage lecturers to point students in the direction of the site with optimism 

At one level, the focus on video and filmmaking may be explained in terms of accessibility and the speed at which experiences can be communicated (e.g. a 3 minute film compared to 1,500 word report). More substantively though, there are aspects of the production process that have a pedagogical compatibility with encouraging and facilitating reflections. 
In the introduction to Video Production, Dawkins and Wynd (2010, 7) note that, ‘there is something about the prevalence and simplicity of modern video cameras and camera phones which has turned many of us into non-professional video-makers’. Along the same lines, Video Cultures addresses the question of ‘how are people using moving image technologies to represent themselves, to communicate with others and to produce meaning?’ (Willett 2009, 17). Contemporary cultures of sharing video online provide a backdrop to Creative Contexts as making short low-budget films and connecting with others through sharing these on video sharing sites, such as YouTube and Vimeo, can be seen as a common and widely understood activity (Gauntlett 2011). The aim with Creative Contexts was to take students’ potentially familiar, everyday activities around making and sharing video content and connect this with work placements and peer learning. Burgess and Green’s (2009, 6) analysis of YouTube identifies its double function as, ‘a “top down” platform for popular culture and a “bottom up” platform for vernacular creativity’. Alongside, a widening of the representational forms of communication available to students, the design of this resource emphasized a student vernacular communicated through a platform for everyday creativity.  This focus is recognized in the following comments from a student contributor: ‘It’s a lot more of like our kind of way of speaking about it. It’s a bit more of a creative process.   Do you know what I mean?  The reflective essay - I don’t think it really catches it as well’ (I7). The comments on ‘our way of speaking’ are an indication that the ‘social media’ video sharing perspective has currency with students and can be engaged with as a means to share experiences.  

The investment in sharing and contributing to peer learning is signaled by a number of students in the following comments: 

I think that this…doing it in a format of a film is a really good way of sort of putting it up and making it available for other people to learn who might be going into a placement (I15)

[…] hopefully it will help someone if they want to quickly watch it before going…if it’s  the first time going somewhere, or just maybe give you a bit more confidence and you’ll be like, “Oh okay. Maybe I feel a bit safe on knowing that.”  If I do that, then hopefully it will break the ice (I10)

In these comments, a familiarity with cultures of online sharing underpins a confidence and comfort in contributing. Addressing the specificity of the reflections film approach and the characteristics of this form of communication, one contributor suggests: ‘It’s really interesting to do because you analyze what you’ve done […] and then you’re taking the key moments and putting them into a film [and] expressing what you did and what you learned’ (I6). Further evaluation comments from a higher education lecturer (EDQ2) highlights the ‘narrative’ approach of the format and how this can effectively communicate work placement experiences: 

The format lends itself very well to the context, especially for students on creative media production programmes to express themselves […] The medium encourages contributors to take a narrative approach to reflecting on their experience, in turn making their submissions a more interesting journey for their audience (EDQ2) 
In terms of the format and the narrative nature, Dawkins and Wynd’s (2010, 33) following comments underpin how the production process may be employed to facilitate reflection: 

[…] the act of creativity is not confined to coming up with an original idea but should involve thinking about every stage of the process. It is a continuous and developing activity, which should start at the beginning of a project and be sustained throughout. At each stage, you should be able to imagine new possibilities

The continual assessment of ideas and the imagination of new ideas is a useful parallel with being able to: identify different aspects of a placement; reconsider these in relation to each other; and then translate them into a form for sharing. This is demonstrated in the following comments regarding an animated contribution: ‘it makes you think about it more what you actually did do and takes a bit more time to think about why you’re doing it. It was like the visual aid to help me with my voiceover then it was a visual aid when I’m doing the animation’ (I8). The filmed approach utilizes a familiar form of communicating and sharing that is also conducive, through its narrative approach, to processes of reflection. There is an alignment in which reflection through films is effective both for reflecting on personal experiences and sharing these for purposes of peer learning.

The quality of the films was not regarded as a benchmark or a barrier and video production skills were not assumed across the portfolio of course backgrounds that contributors might come with (for example, journalists or marketers whose primary forms of degree-related communication may be written and text-based). Some participants with an investment in professional production would see ‘quality’ as a necessary benchmark for their work. In turn, uploading unedited mobile phone capturing reflections was also encouraged. As Gauntlett (2011) describes in relation to sharing online, whilst the focus is on content and intellectual efforts, there may still be a desire to make them look and sound as good as possible. Similarly, whilst online cultures of sharing and participation are part of the wider social backdrop, care was taken to avoid ‘digital natives’ style assumptions (Helsper and Eynon 2009) that would see potential participants of a certain age as necessarily and inherently have the requisite media skills.

In considering addressing the representational forms that may be employed and students’ choices as to form, content and quality, it is useful to note how the intended Creative Contexts hosting context and engagement with existing contributions may inform prospective contributions. Following Nightingale (2007), Burgess and Green (2009) note the relevance of Alfred Gell’s perspectives on patronage for exploring the potential pre-determinates of participatory culture and ‘the conditions under which the creative work is produced and the environment of reception in which the image is displayed’ (Nightingale, 2007, 293). In this respect, Creative Contexts encourages and facilitates, but also frames student perspectives and contributions. Potential tensions in how the resource can be engaged with are indicated in the following evaluation comments from an employer:

I would pass this site onto other students who were about to complete their own work experience. I am not sure if it is the right platform for future employers, as it didn’t really show the talents of the students to their best advantage. If there is a section on the site for show reels then I would definitely pass these on to industry professionals (EMQ2)

The comments in the first sentence are supportive of the intended aims of the resource and it is encouraging that employers/placement hosts would pass this site on to students before they took them on placement. However Creative Contexts is not a recruitment resource nor orientated towards students presenting employer-facing accounts of themselves for the purposes of gaining employment. That said, in evaluation interviews a number of students were forthcoming with describing how in developing their reflections films they were able to reflect on issues of employability.

Enhancing Employability

In evaluation interviews students were able to present critical perspectives on their work placement learning experiences and explore how making the reflections films helped them in (re)evaluating their learning. For example, the following student describes how their placement was characterized by a mismatch in expectations but that through their film they were able to identify the value of remaining engaged and awaiting opportunities:

Just to try and stay positive in the face of boredom…not boredom but you sort of have high expectations and they might not necessarily cater for your expectations, so just to hang fire and something might come up that you enjoy (I12)

In turn, the reflections films were also an opportunity to reappraise aspects that were initially regarded as successful: ‘I think it did highlight a few things that I realise that I did do but I didn’t realise at that time that it was wrong’ (I13). For one student, the public profile of the film was an opportunity for them to pass on advice that they identified in making the film: 

In my reflective film I give three tips and the three main things that I’ve learned are the most important, so hopefully, other people won’t have to make the same mistakes or go through the same sort of learning curve in the middle of it (I15)

 In terms of how employability could be enhanced through reflection aligned with tackling future situations (Gibbs, 1988), the following comments illustrate how students would now approach work place(ment)s in different ways:

[I’d look for more] chatting with the editors and teaching me little tricks and stuff; looking back I was a bit too shy, I think (I2)

I think looking back at now […] I should’ve asked if there was any chance I could go along [filming]. I should have been a bit more pushy (I2)
Whilst these students did not regard certain aspects of their work placement as enhancing their employability, the reflections and responses that they made through the films could be seen to seen to enhance their understanding of workplace contexts. This is the expanded understanding of identity and career management outlined earlier, that highlights the limitations of students attempting to list skills and attributes when it is complex understandings, revisions and negotiations of work placement learning that students are voicing.

Voice

In assessing the educational worth of integrating work experiences in higher education, Billett (2009, 838) highlights the importance of emphasizing, ‘the salience of students as agentic learners’ and states: 

[…] it is students who participate in, negotiate and learn in and across both practice and university settings. They, not their teachers or mentors, are the meaning makers who negotiate learning across these settings, although their teachers or mentors can mediate that learning 

In producing reflections films, students are authors and narrators of their own accounts of their work placement experiences. They are able to communicate these experiences through piece to camera expositions, interviews with placement hosts, storytelling narrative accounts with actors; text-based guidance; or any other means that can be accommodated. Creative Contexts works to facilitate student voice, and all explanatory material is contained within the films and associated tags rather than through commentaries. The tags were suggested by contributors and adapted by the project leader for the purposes of common themes and making links across contributions; no further description or editorial presence, for example introductions and explanations of films, are employed. Drawing on Seale’s (2010) analysis of case studies on participatory methods for facilitating student voice, the following considers the Creative Contexts approach and ways in which student voice was facilitated.

According to Seale (2010, 995), whilst the notion of ‘student voice’ in higher education remains underdeveloped, when compared to school and college contexts, there are well-established positions on student voice that emphasize:

[…] listening to and valuing the views that students express regarding their learning experiences; communicating student views to people who are in a position to influence change; and treating students as equal partners in the evaluation of teaching and learning, thus empowering them to take a more active role in shaping or changing their education
Identifying these points with Creative Contexts, the resource is a means for students to express views regarding their work placements in a public forum that can be engaged with by higher education lecturers and careers and placement professionals. Seale (2010, 1010) goes on to state with reference to specific case studies she examines that, an ‘obvious or direct way in which the potential for empowerment was facilitated was through the level of control and choice that students were able to exert’. Seale’s analysis highlights control and choice in a number ways.

Firstly, Seale (2010, 1010) notes that students have choice in the medium through which their voice and experience are shared. As addressed above, reflections films are an intentional point of departure from written journal accounts and there was a strong steer on presenting materials in terms of student vernacular(s) through an online ‘social media’ means of sharing. This did not preclude written material and a number of contributors were able to use the screen and visual framing to present text-based animations. The filmed approach has precedent, with on-screen interviews used as part of the Learning to be Professional (n.d) project. There are though three key differences between this and Creative Contexts and outlining these helps to elaborate on how voice was facilitated. Firstly, the ownership of the narrative - students are not required to respond to specific questions. Secondly, the form – students are not interviewed but have choice that may include interviewing themselves, being interview by peers, or presenting an entirely different structure/form. Thirdly, the editorial hand extends only to helping realize and then share contributions, rather than intervene in the content and structure. This point on the form of the presentation connects with Seale’s (2010, 1010) further comments on students ‘exerting an influence over the presentation and dissemination of their experiences’. 
Creative Contexts is the set framework for dissemination and as such there is little scope for students to exert an influence of the analysis and interpretation of their experiences. In turn, control in the editing process and forms of presentation do offer the ‘power and authenticity’ that Seale (2010, 1010) suggests might increase the likelihood of student voices compelling others. Evaluation material from a wider student body beyond the contributors is yet to be generated through the online feedback facility on Creative Contexts, but evaluation interviews highlighted the scope for connecting with other students:

I just want to try and get my point across to people watching it because I think if I had watched videos of people that had done placements it would be a lot more effective than a lecturer […] hearing from people like the same sort of age as you and in the same sort of position as you (I5)
It is much easier to engage with it because it is visual […] If you are reading something then I don’t think you would take it down as personally because if you see someone talking about it, in a way you got a connection because you can see them right there it’s almost as if they are talking to […] Well to me, it would feel almost like a conversation, you can interact if they are giving you information, you can absorb it better I think (I11)

Likewise, comments from teaching staff generated through a questionnaire available on Creative Contexts do point to the potential for authenticity: ‘The intended student audience can also “see” contributors they can relate to as peers, encouraging them to take on board their feedback and advice’ (EDQ2). Further to students having a ‘voice’ on their work placements, the wider social life of their reflections films that comes through sharing the films with others points to the capacity of voice to stimulate other voices, pose questions, and prompt action. With regard to student voice, Creative Contexts provides a means for facilitating and sharing experiences, rather than determining them. Whilst the resource exists as a means to enable and share student voices, there are a number of issues and points to address on the process of how these voices come into being and are developed. The following now considers critical perspectives on the reflective process, including the situated and local practices around how the films are generated.
Part Four: Evaluation - The challenges of reflective practice

Boud and Walker (1998) outline a number of concerns and challenges around reflective practice, and these are now drawn on to consider areas in which Creative Contexts is effective and areas in which further research and/or consideration is required. 
Firstly, Boud and Walker express concerns on the use of reflections checklists used in a mechanical fashion where students are compelled to respond to a predetermined set of questions. Creative Contexts avoids a checklist of points to address, and instead students identify experiences that are meaningful to them. Moreover, they establish their own methods and narratives. For example, they might employ a spoken statement or a fictional realization to explore a challenging scenario and how they overcame it. Rather than dutifully responding to questions that assume the points that may be important, both the experiences and the way to explore these come from students. 
Secondly, Creative Contexts is based around filmmaking practices and in this way reflection activities require significant investment and commitment; they are not seen as an opportunity for ‘breathing space in crowded curriculum’. Working on the films promotes continued engagement and the revision of reflections. The reflection activity is the core activity - compared to being an after-thought or aside to, for example, the placement itself.  Boud and Walker further emphasize the importance of framing activities within a learning context, and the ‘Professional Practice’ module noted earlier provided the framing for contributions drawn on in this discussion. Dedicated time was ensured for: the discussion and sharing of placement experiences and potential films themes; the development of ideas; the realization of the film; and the evaluation of how this approach operated in facilitating reflections. Whilst curriculum support materials are available on Creative Contexts for educators and other users to develop teaching plans, further analysis of actual usage within a range of local learning contexts is required. 

Thirdly, Boud and Walker note that reflection cannot be easily contained and flag up issues of personal distress and difficulties within learning environments. This is evident in relation to work placements in the arts and cultural sectors in terms equality (see Allen et al. 2010). Whilst Creative Contexts does not set boundaries nor attempt to confine reflection to a teacher-led agenda or comfort zone, support to deal with such distresses or issues, if and as they emerge through the reflection process, needs to be considered and ideally in place. Within the scope of the contributions generated through the ‘Professional Practice’ module, the issue of personal distress emerged for one student and the evaluation interview provided the following account: ‘I didn’t enjoy my placement. I don’t particularly want to speak about it because it was a very personal thing and all my ideas and what I learned from that, are kind of very personal.  So I was very daunted to go out and make a film out of it’ (I4). The student then describes how they didn’t want to ‘sit on camera and be identified with it’ (I4) and this choice became the basis for conversation between the module teacher and student on whether this approach would be beneficial and how to proceed. This student developed an approach of using animated models as a proxy, and in doing so was able to find a space and distance that allowed for further reflections to emerge: ‘I made clay models and I didn’t have to say the name because I was just creating an environment for the models to sit in and overcoming those then you start to think a bit more positively […] without doing film, I don’t think I would have realised the positive skills that I’ve taken away from doing the work experience placement’. Whilst this student summarizes that making the film was a useful means to identify learning that took place through the placement, a ‘successful summary’ was not, as point nine addresses in relation to teacher agendas, a required outcome. What can be stressed though is the importance of support within a local setting. In this respect, using Creative Contexts within a specific module or programme within a higher education institution is again identified as an area for further research and analysis. 

Fourthly, Boud and Walker identify a concern around inhibiting conducive reflective practice through assessing reflective work and judging it on the basis of understanding subject matter compared to encouraging reflections that, for example, explore misconceptions or uncertainties. With reference to the 16 contributions developed through the ‘Professional Practice’ module, it was stressed to students by the teacher that subject knowledge does not take priority over room to consider uncertainties and how the work placement was, or not, meaningful. Within this module setting, assessment was not concerned with ‘information’ that was conveyed nor the quality of the media output. Rather it was the students’ ability to share experiences and move beyond describing what happened to identifying the educational worth of their experiences. 

Boud and Walker’s fifth concern focuses on intellectualizing reflection. Whilst further examination of how Creative Contexts is framed and used within local settings is necessary for exploring emotion and learning, the ‘Professional Practice’ module framing was clear in emphasizing conditions of trust and security. Uncertainties or misgivings were not treated as an inability to cope. Indeed, if students were comfortable, there could be openings for wider critical analysis of industry practices (see Gill and Pratt 2008; Oakley 2009). As part of the wider module scope, students were encouraged but not compelled to make such connections. Furthermore, this question of disclosure is Boud and Walker’s sixth ‘problem’.

In setting a wide scope for what students identify as meaningful experiences, the Creative Contexts resource is open to Boud and Walker’s sixth problem of disclosure of matters of personal sensitivity and confidential information. They identify how students may be asked to disclose ‘too much’, as discussed above in point 3, and how issues of ‘whistle blowing’ and ‘privacy’ can arise. The closest instance of this occurring with the students discussed in this article relates to working hours and pay: ‘So, if it hadn’t been a [work placement] project, I would have been doing it off my own back [as a freelance worker] so I would’ve wanted to get paid for that [...] When you kind of look at the situation for them, they got their promotional film thing free of charge and you’d pay someone to do that (I7). Issues of payment and internship have garnered significant critical attention (see Perlin 2011), and in this instance there may be a professional obligation to further investigate the extent to which this student’s claim represents questionable placement practice. Overall, Boud and Walker’s call for careful planning must be diligently considered both in supporting students to contribute films and for teachers using the films as a resource with students going on placement.
Boud and Walker go on to contrast those who use reflexive activities with those that ‘reify felt experience’. This can be notable in media/creative industries where gut feeling and passion are identified as common traits (for example see Harcup 2011, on journalism), and reflection stands in the way of initiative and practice. For Boud and Walker, the seventh problem should be responded to by interpreting experience as social practice. With Creative Contexts there is an explicit invitation to explore experience and the different interpretations of these experiences - placement experiences are not held to be self-evident or the norm.
The eighth point on teacher expertise is where the greatest challenge lies between the existence of Creative Contexts as resource, and its subsequent employment. Boud and Walker highlight the reasonable expectation that if students are encouraged to disclose information, then they should able to rely on teachers with appropriate expertise to effectively engage with them over that issue. This point on ‘going beyond the expertise of the teacher’ closely connects with the third point above on reflection not being containable and the sixth point on disclosure. The local embedding of and support for Creative Contexts are key aspects in student reflection. Whilst Creative Contexts might prompt and provide a forum for reflection, the implications of those reflections should not be overlooked. The one-to-one interviews drawn on as part of the resource evaluation represent a means in which students were able to discuss themes and issues arising from their reflection films. To illustrate the nature of potential disclosures and teacher responses, the following considers two areas into which student concerns from the ‘Professional Practice’ module could be categorised. Firstly, students raised issues of industry expectations, such as the challenge of long hours and working conditions. Where students were comfortable, their film and further elaboration could be connected with wider cultural workforce debates (see Gill and Pratt 2008; Oakley 2009), integrated into sessions and, linked to point two, connected to further learning. The second area of concern, as hinted above by I4, focused on insecurities about the placement experience itself. In this instance, the teacher became a sounding board for ways to reconnect with and reinterpret the completed placement experience. With both areas, the role of the teacher was crucial in providing a further means for students to reflect and work through the emotional and social challenges they faced.

Boud and Walker’s final point on excessive use of teacher power is particularly suited for following the account of interviewee I4 given that it may appear that students were required to participate and provide films. This understanding would be unlikely from the website itself, but may be raised in relation to the development of the resource within the ‘Professional Practice’ module. For this module, there were no website participation requirements, for example with one student electing to make the reflection film but not share it beyond the module on Creative Contexts. Moreover though, Boud and Walker’s main concern is the misuse of power. Creative Contexts provides a means for disclosure, but an implication follows in terms of local settings and how these experiences are consciously, or often not, deployed in ‘teacher-student’ power arrangements. Again, further research on wider HE usage is needed here and, as with many teaching and learning resources, confidence must be placed in local quality assurance and teaching practice checks.

Conclusions

Creative Contexts is an emerging resource for facilitating student voices on work placement experiences. The focus on reflections films shared online presents a way to structure personal reflections and contribute to peer learning. Central to the design and operation of Creative Contexts is the provision of a place for student voice on work placements. This evaluation focused on reflections films as they were embedded within a ‘Professional Practice’ module on a media production related degree, and drew on evaluation interviews with 16 students who made these films as part of this module. Further evaluation materials were generated from a wider call to HE teachers, employers, and careers professionals. These materials were used to examine engagement and the possibilities for students of using different representational forms to articulate their voice on how work placements connect to their employability and (student/graduate) identity. 

Further evaluation of the resource as a context for reflection was conducted drawing on Boud and Walker’s (1998) discussion of promoting reflection in professional courses). This evaluation considered the local setting that facilitated reflections and their subsequent translation into a film. This discussion highlighted: attempts to mitigate against established problems, such as a checklist approach; well documented concerns that remain ongoing issues, such as personal disclosure and distress; and the need for further research into how Creative Contexts is used in local settings to facilitate reflections and generate contributions and as a resource for students going on placements. Boud and Walker close their discussion in emphasizing a contextualized view of fostering reflection, highlighting the importance of appraisal in which teachers confront themselves, their processes, and their outcomes. This article forms parts of the appraisal for Creative Contexts, and is an effort to share and evaluate the resource.
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