Audio-Visual 'Gobbets' for Exam Purposes

by Dr Nathan Abrams (n.abrams@bangor.ac.uk) & Mr Phil Marston

Rationale

All final year (4th level) exams in History at the University of Aberdeen require a 'gobbets' section designed to test the student's familiarity with primary materials and ability to analyse the content and historical significance of such primary material. The rationale behind this exercise in this case was to produce appropriate exam gobbets, namely film clips, to test the students' ability to 'read' a film text in terms of audio-visual content (cinematography, sound, mise-en-scene, editing and message). The CD-ROM was also designed to allow the individual student to select and play the clips at his/her choice and pace rather than having to watch a looped projection over which s/he had no control. The student could pause, rewind, replay and mute the sound on any desired clip.

Description of the Practice

In the case of a whole degree programme or module, please include some information about student numbers, course aims, learning outcomes, syllabus/programme, teaching methods and assessment procedures. If reporting on one element of a module, it would be useful to explain how the development fits into the rest of the module.

This module explored how American History has been represented on film from the 1960s to the present as well as how film can be used to understand and study American History. Films included: JFK, Spartacus, Dr. Strangelove, The Green Berets, Planet of the Apes, All the President's Men, Apocalypse Now, Terminator, Three Kings, Fight Club, Gladiator, Black Hawk Down and Fahrenheit 9/11. The aims and learning outcomes were as follows:

· To identify and understand the critical issues in American Film History. 

· To acquire an awareness, understanding and appreciation of the use of film as historical evidence. 

· To appreciate the significance of how American History has been represented on film. 

· To learn how to 'read' a film 'text'.

The module was assessed by 1 x 3-hour examination (100%) a requirement for all History Special Subjects at the University of Aberdeen. The exam paper (of copy of which has been provided below) was divided into three compulsory sections -two included essay-style questions while the third was the aforementioned 'gobbets' section. Students were required to analyse four out of choice of thirteen gobbets. There were twelve students on the module.

Implementation

Obstacles:
First, permission was required from line managers to produce gobbets in this way.

Second, information on the issues involved, namely rights clearance, exam conditions and technical issues needed to be investigated. On contacting the British Universities Film and Video Council (BUVFC) it was confirmed that rights clearance would not be an issue as all of the films used had been broadcast on terrestrial TV and especially as the clips would last less than two minutes each. Consequently, one's own copies of such broadcasts would suffice. Alternatively, the clips could be acquired, for a small charge, via the BUFVC.

Third, in terms of encoding segments of approximately one minute from each film, the video was played on a VHS deck to a computer based capture card and saved as a Macromedia Flash Video file. An interface was built using Macromedia Flash to play back the individual video clips. The interface was designed to be run from the CD-ROM, thus requiring no modifications to the exam-configured computer lab.

Fourth, the exam setup proved to be a small obstacle. Of course, the venue originally scheduled had to be changed to a classroom equipped with computers that had CD-ROM capability. Headphones for student privacy were also a requirement. Since the students were not required to type their answers (although this facility was also provided as per students with disabilities), they were provided with an extra desk and exam booklets so that they could write their answers if they wished.

Finally, it was believed that the machine used to test the CD-Rom was of a similar configuration to the exam configured machines, however, account wasn't taken of the fact the test machine used speakers with built in amplifiers which disguised the fact that the sound level was almost too low for headphone audibility, luckily this was mitigated by the exam conditions, but could've been disastrous!

Impact

On the whole, feedback from the students was positive. They liked the fact that they were able to select, play, rewind, pause and mute the sound clips as they chose and at their own pace. They were also happy with being given a choice between writing their answers on the computer or by hand. The CD-ROM facility also negated the need to screen a run of 13 clips at least twice thus saving 26 minutes. The benefit of the CD-ROM was that the student wasn't restricted by the number of times s/he could view the clip. In terms of evaluation and reflection, it is vitally important that all computers used will play the clips with the proper resolution and correct sound levels. Having a technician on hand in case anything goes wrong is also a good idea. Finally, asking students to analyse four clips in one hour was expecting too much from them in contrast to asking them to analyse paper-based sources. In future, three clips would be much more realistic.

On reflection, using film in this fashion in a history context enabled the students to use filmic evidence 'properly', that is, not simply to fall into the trap of treating audio-visual material as mere 'text' (that neither moves nor has sound). The students had to get to grips with correct language of film in order to accurately understand filmic techniques such as cinematography, sound, music, mise-en-scene, genre, etc.and to analyse how filmmakers communicate meaning using these tools. Indeed, I spent a good deal of class time teaching the students these terms and getting them to practice them on film clips of their choice so that they would gain the requisite confidence in what, for many of them, was a new endeavour. In this way, the emphasis on taking film clips seriously gave history students the ability (and confidence) to treat film as a serious primary sources and one that is possibly unavoidable when studying twentieth and twenty-first century American History.

Further information

UNIVERSITY OF ABERDEEN SESSION 2005-2006
Degree Examination in HI4015: Special Subject: America on Film

By order of the Senatus Academicus candidates are not permitted to leave the Examination Room during the first or last half hour of the examination.

Answer QUESTION 1, QUESTION 2 and ONE other (Question 1 represents 40% of the total marks: the other two questions represent 30% each)

1.Comment on FOUR of the following clips.

1. (a)JFK 

2. (b)Spartacus 

3. (c)Doctor Strangelove 

4. (d)Green Berets 

5. (e)Planet of the Apes 

6. (f)All the President's Men 

7. (g)Apocalypse Now 

8. (h)The Terminator 

9. (i)Three Kings 

10. (j)Fight Club 

11. (k)Black Hawk Down 

12. (l)Gladiator 

13. (m) Fahrenheit 9/11

2. 'Clearly, we cannot analyze movies with the same techniques we apply to books. The challenge of rendering history through an expensive Hollywood production differs from the challenge of interpreting the past in a printed work of scholarship. We must be tolerant of the visual medium's use of invention, compression and symbolism' (Robert Brent Toplin). Discuss. 

3. How have filmic depictions of the Vietnam War changed over the period 1960-2005? 

4. How has war been represented on American film? Illustrate your answer with reference to at least two films of your choice. 

5. Discuss the representation and use of technology in American film since 1960. 

6. Compare and contrast Spartacus with Gladiator. How far do the films reflect changes in American society from 1960 to 2000? 

7. How has the presidency been represented on American Film since 1960? 

8. Discuss the representation of race and gender on American Film over the period 1960-2005. 

9. 'Documentary can just as fictional as a feature film'. How far do you agree? 

10. 'American film says more about the period in which it is made than about the period it purports to represent'. Discuss this view with reference to at least two films of your choice. 

11. Why have film epics proved so popular in America since 1960?

