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Introduction

Whether or not the idea of individual learning styles is valid, teachers have a better chance of engaging and holding students' attention if they appeal to all their senses. Traditionally lecturing and small group teaching relied upon students listening carefully and talking occasionally while rarely requiring them to use their eyes. Today most history lecturers incorporate some audiovisual material into their teaching. Online databases such as ARTstor and search engines such as Google Images have made this easier to do than every before. Modern historians can also get hold of sound recordings and moving images for teaching and research purposes from an increasing number of online resources such as the websites for UC Santa Barbara's Cylinder Preservation and Digitisation Project and British Pathé. Sounds and images are no longer the preserve of the art historian, film historian or musicologist. Although modern historians make increasing use of audiovisual material, they have little control over it. For many this consists of pressing play, pause or stop. The Newsfilm Online (NfO) database, due to be launched in early 2008, will change all this. For the first time history lecturers and their students will be able to download clips from the ITN and Reuters archives for free and use them to make their own films. The opportunities for enriching the learning experience are obvious and exciting. Working with the University of Hull team developing assisted teaching materials for the NfO launch, I wanted to see how I could use films to deepen students' learning by using edited newsfilm in my first year course Going to the Polls: Electoral Politics in Britain since 1885 and share my experiences with other university teachers.

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.

Going to the Polls is a Period Topic course. All first year undergraduates studying single subject history or joint degrees take a Period Topic in their first term at York. The purpose of Period Topic modules is to give first years an intensive introduction to unfamiliar periods, subjects and/or approaches to the study of history. They give students the opportunity to use primary source materials, and develop their skills in the analysis of historiography, as well as helping them to acquire the techniques of note-taking, summarising, seminar-presentation and essay-writing. Like all Period Topic modules, Going to the Polls combines eight two-hour seminars with two procedural essays for each of which students receive a one-on-one 30-minute tutorial. Although students receive marks for their essays, this is formative assessment. The first term at York is not formally assessed.

Given the transitional nature of the first term my intention with Going to the Polls is to help our first year undergraduates to bridge the gap between A Level history and university history by taking a familiar A Level topic, the rise of the Labour Party and the decline of the Liberal Party, and approaching it afresh. This topic is a central theme of a larger study that looks at electoral behaviour between 1885 and 2001. Looking at a familiar topic in a new way and tackling new but related topics gives the students some confidence in what they're doing and gives them an excellent sense of what distinguishes A Level history from university history.

As a modernist with an interest in the history of moving images and their use as historical evidence, I was keen to introduce the students to archive footage using the Newsfilm Online database in particular. There is a great deal of archive footage of elections on the database to work with. I used unused newsreel footage of a crowd awaiting the results of the 1924 general election in Trafalgar Square to stimulate a discussion about the changing experience of elections. I started by asking students why they thought so many people gathered to hear the results in the middle of the night. They soon realised that this was the only way many people could learn of the results as they came in. They also discussed the crowd's behaviour which was overwhelmingly male and contained younger revellers in fancy dress. They thought it reminiscent of a crowd at a sporting event which led on to a very interesting discussion about participation and partisanship which brought up the isolating effect of watching election results on TV.

Although I used newsfilm clips throughout the course to illustrate points and stimulate discussion, I made most use of film in the final seminar on electoral communication. (Footage of this session will be available as a podcast on the Newsfilm Online website.) I edited the party leaders' first ever newsreel election addresses and showed them to the seminar group. Before showing them the newsreels I posed a few questions to guide their viewing: first, who was the better speaker and why? How and why did these election addresses differ from TV party political broadcasts? And, what impact, if any, did they think they had on voters? These guiding questions helped greatly.

Later in the same seminar, I wanted the students to discuss the impact of TV news coverage of election campaigns on campaigning and electoral behaviour. Searching the database in advance of the seminar, I found an ITN Report about the 1958 Rochdale by-election which was the first election campaign to be televised. The reporter interviewed the three candidates and several voters. The interviewer asked the candidates what they thought the main issues of the campaign were and how they felt the TV coverage had affected the campaign. The reporter then asked Rochdale residents who they had voted for and what they thought of the TV coverage. I produced two short films with Microsoft Movie Maker using the report. First, I cut out everything except the interviews. Next I split the report into two: the interviews with the candidates and the interviews with the voters. I used a title to introduce each film and inserted further titles before each interview to introduce the candidates and the voters.

Before showing the films on Windows Media Player using a seminar room PC and data projector, I gave the seminar group a potted history of TV election coverage. Once again I posed a series of guiding questions. First, I asked the students to watch the interviews with the candidates and predict who won the by-election and why. I asked them for their answers having seen the film. Then I showed them the second film of the interviews with the voters and asked them the same question again. Their inaccurate predictions prompted an interesting debate. They all favoured the Liberal candidate Ludovic Kennedy. His celebrity and ease in front of the cameras helped him to dramatically undercut the Conservative vote and even take votes from the Labour candidate, but he didn't get enough to beat the Labour candidate.

Implementation 

One of the great surprises of the experiment was discovering how recent election coverage could be used to inform role play activities about the more distant past. I'd intended to use edited footage to illustrate points and stimulate debate, but I didn't expect to use it to set up role play activities or to make historical analogies. I stumbled across this way of using the material when thinking about how to get the students to discuss the factors shaping electoral choice in Edwardian Britain. I searched Newsfilm Online for useful clips, but unsurprisingly couldn't find any from the right period. I did, however, find some Channel 4 News footage of a focus group discussing their attitudes to the political parties in the run-up to the 2001 election. It occurred to me that I could use this footage to set up a role play activity in which the students imagined what a group of Edwardian voters might have said and why they would have said it if they'd participated in a similar exercise in the run-up to the 1906 General Election. This proved to be a really interesting way to get the students to think about the effect of religious alignment, class alignment and partisan alignment on electoral behaviour. It also raised the issue of dealignment and electoral volatility during the late twentieth century which we discussed in a later seminar. This exercise awakened me to the possibilities of using the clips to help students understand the historical continuity and change through analogies with the present and recent past.

Originally, I hoped to get students to make their own films about popular involvement in elections using footage of stump speeches, poll declarations and vox pops from the 1920s onwards. Unfortunately, neither QuickTime Pro nor Movie Maker was available on university networked computers. Although a significant number of students had Movie Maker, QuickTime or I-Movies on their own laptop or PC, many did not have their own computer so would have been unable to produce a movie. This could not be resolved before the end of the course, but the university will be rolling out Movie Maker over the coming months which will allow students to create their own documentaries or supply their own commentaries for newsreel items. The software issue also proved a challenge for me. While I could search the database and download clips using my office PC, I had to use the Movie Maker software on my laptop to produce the films.

Impact

Formal and informal feedback from the students was overwhelmingly positive. One student wrote 'I was surprised how innovative they [seminars] were as I expected more old-fashioned methods at university'. Interestingly, many did not comment on the use of film explicitly. This could be interpreted in two ways: first, they did not know what to expect, may have been used to secondary school teachers incorporating moving images into their lessons and therefore didn't see my use of film as worthy of comment; secondly, the films blended seamlessly into seminar experience. Of course, the two interpretations are not mutually exclusive. When interviewed on camera about my use of film, the students expressed the view that the films made the topic come alive and allowed them to discuss issues that they couldn't have otherwise discussed. For example comparing and contrasting the performances of Clement Attlee and Stanley Baldwin in the first newsreel election addresses helped them to understand Baldwin's appeal. Also, comparing the content and reception of these addresses to more recent party political broadcasts made them realise how much more visually literate electors have become. (The interviews will be available as podcasts on the Newsfilm Online website.)

Incorporating films into my teaching did not change the content covered or the lead me to stop using other teaching methods. Producing the films increased the amount of seminar preparation time and forced me to think very clearly about my aims and objectives for each seminar. This was a good thing. Most importantly, using film clips enriched the student experience and deepened their learning. The films served as a stimulus to discussion by informing role play activities, illustrating electoral practices and getting them to predict what happened next on the basis of their knowledge of the topic. They also injected greater variety into the seminars, which helped to keep the students' attention, and provided an imaginative gateway to the past, which made the topic come alive to the students.

Reflecting on the experience, I would like to get students to make their own films and move even further away from them being passive viewers. This would have the added benefit of improving their visual literacy which is something modern historians need to acquire if they are to use the full range of sources available to them. I'm also keen to use short films in my lectures as a way to vary the pace and provide a mental break for students so that they can digest some of the material they've heard. I would also like to explore how I could link Newsfilm Online to the TVTiP (TV Times Project) database in my teaching. Overall, this has been a positive experience and I would encourage other history lecturers to make use of Newsfilm Online when it becomes available.

Further information, including any website links.

Newsfilm Online (NfO), http://newsfilmonline.bufvc.ac.uk 
TV Times Project (TVTiP), http://www.bufvc.ac.uk/databases/tvtip.html
