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 1

     Introduction 

   1   The moving image 

 For well over fi fty years,  1   language teachers have been using the moving image both in and outside the 

classroom. Back in the early 1990s, video was seen as a reward, a form of light relief. It was viewed 

as a leisure-time activity probably because of its association with television and the idea of passive 

viewing. You typically showed a video on a Friday afternoon after a hard week’s grammar. In those 

days, the video could consist of an hour or more of a popular fi lm. Sometimes this was even shown 

for its own sake; in other words, there was not necessarily any task designed around it. Learners 

could give a summary of what had happened or initiate a discussion based on the video’s content, but 

generally speaking, the video was poorly exploited and not integrated into the lesson. 

 From being very much peripheral to the main business of language learning, the moving image 

has shifted to becoming a prime source of content. Not only that, but learner-created video is now as 

central a focus in the classroom as material introduced by the teacher or institution. 

 Such a shift clearly echoes what is going on in society at large. The moving image is taking 

centre stage in our everyday landscape of communication: ‘What we are now seeing is the gradual 

ascendance of the moving image as the primary mode of communication around the world: one that 

transcends languages, cultures and borders.’ (Apkon,  2013 , p. 24) 

 Learners can now access video material at home and on the move, via smartphones and tablets. 

Watching a fi lm on a big screen in the darkness of the cinema surrounded by strangers has been 

replaced by the possibility of watching the same thing on a shrunken phone-size screen in isolation 

and just about anywhere with an internet connection. Likewise, what was once encased in a VHS 

box or a plastic DVD jacket – very much a separate entity – is now fully integrated into our other 

classroom materials and is made available via video podcast (vodcast), online streaming or as 

downloads. 

 Video has been instrumental in changing concepts of classroom space and settings. In a ‘fl ipped’ 

or decentralized classroom scenario, video is the only form of input or instruction, with the learners 

accessing this information online at home, while the classroom space is given over to discussion, 

negotiation and the sharing of ideas. Such a paradigm shift radically changes the role of teacher and 

learner, with the former no longer being seen as the ‘sage on the stage’ but the ‘guide on the side’. 

 However, in less radical environments, the presence of video is equally evident. In any online 

distance course taught on a learning management system (LMS) such as Canvas or Moodle, the 

moving image can play a major part – both learners and teachers can leave video messages to each 

other, and teachers can record video tutorials as an effective and more personal way to give feedback. 

Such interaction is possible in any platform which includes the possibility of a forum or discussion 

board where learners can interact, and a library where personal fi les (such as video) can be uploaded.  

  1     The earliest paper we could fi nd on the subject dates back to 1947:     J. E.   Travis   , ‘ The Use of the Film in Language 

Teaching and Learning ’,  ELT Journal ,  –9 . Available at: eltj.ox
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 2

Language Learning with Digital Video

  Why use video? 

 What has not changed in this shift from analogue to digital is the interest language teachers have 

in the medium per se. In a series of interviews undertaken with teachers on the subject of video, the 

following reasons were frequently given for using video in the language classroom:

    ‘It’s dynamic, and it’s what our learners are watching outside class.’   

   ‘It takes you into another world.’   

   ‘It’s a window on the world.’   

   ‘It encourages intercultural awareness and critical thinking.’   

   ‘Visual stimuli is processed faster in the brain than text.’   

   ‘Being visually literate is an increasingly necessary skill these days.’   

   ‘Authentic videos provide an enormous amount of cultural information economically.’   

   ‘We can take in so much more information if it is presented visually or in combination with text.’   

   ‘It makes learning more memorable.’

‘People connect to visual content, it engages them.’

‘Video is a powerful motivational tool for learners.’     

 Taking up that last point, how much more motivational if the learners produce the videos 

themselves? Importantly, YouTube and other sites and platforms have blurred the divide between 

creator and viewer; nowadays we are all users. The plethora of self-made or self-edited videos on such 

sites show how we can manipulate and select what we want, when we want it (for more on remix 

culture and mash-ups, see Part 1 Introduction, Section 2:  Genres,  on page 15). For this reason, this 

book is divided into two main parts:  Video exploitation  and  Video creation . 

 Likewise, people make and share videos to tell stories about their lives, remixing home videos 

with elements from popular culture (football, music, etc.), thus creating new genres. Video remix 

has also become a highly infl uential genre in the political arena: the ‘Yes We Can’ parodies were 

good examples in the United States, while in Spain ‘the relaxing  café con leche ’ viral video series 

was borne out of a speech made by the Mayoress of Madrid (see youtu.be / cRObfG3I-Q4). As 

Chris Ware says, ‘We could say that the primary gesture of the fi lm spectator in the digital era is to 

impose oneself onto the fi lm, redirecting its fl ow and in time, perhaps, re-editing its content.’ (2009, 

pp. 140–1) 

 You will see that many of the tasks in this book focus on this remix culture and the possibilities this 

opens up for learners and teachers.  

  Purposes 

 Much has been spoken about the techniques for using the moving image. There have been countless 

books and websites referring to activity types, exploitation techniques and different genres  2  , but 

little, however, has been said about the role of moving images in itself, nor about the pedagogical 

advantages of using video, say over audio or written text. 

  2     For example, titles such as Ulrike Meinhof’s  Language Learning in the Age of Satellite Television  and Jane Sherman’s 

 Using Authentic Video in the Language Classroom  were published in the late 1990s and early 2000s.  

U
ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
 - 

R
ev

ie
w
 C

op
y 



 3

Introduction

 We have to go back to video’s early days to fi nd an in-depth discussion of its pedagogical role. At 

the time when video emerged in a major way in the language classroom, Jane Willis published a paper 

(1983) in which she established certain key roles for video in the classroom. 

 Figure 0.1:    Key roles for video in the classroom (adapted from Willis, 1983)    

Language
focus

Skills
practice

Uses of
video

Stimulus Resource

    Firstly, there is  Language focus . As its name suggests, the main idea behind this is that the video 

sequence presents a language model: new or recently introduced language items such as grammar 

structures, words or chunks are encountered in context. Here, the video medium is treated a little 

like audio with little attention to the visual stimuli. However, a sequence could be exploited without 

sound to give visual clues in order to elicit and practise specifi c language items. 

 The second role of video is  Skills practice , that is, the use of video to practise the skills of listening 

and (to a lesser extent) reading, and as a model for speaking and (to a lesser extent) writing. Within 

this group, there is the classic use of video for listening comprehension, based on both language items 

and the overall structure of the text. This involves practising micro-skills such as listening for specifi c 

information or gist and speculating about visual content, as well as prediction and hypothesizing. 

With regards to speaking, the class would view particular target situations which learners could then 

re-enact in simple role plays, as a complement to functional language / speaking sections in textbooks 

(e.g. giving directions). The target language is made available in a wider variety of situations and in 

increasingly longer sequences, perhaps in naturalistic contexts (e.g. discourse markers in everyday 

speech). Reading and writing tasks that provide skills practice might include the reading and 

reproduction of subtitles, intertitles or other textual elements in a video. 

 The third role is as  Stimulus . Here the moving image acts as a way to engage interest and is a 

catalyst for follow-up classroom tasks such as summarizing (e.g. retelling a narrative) or discussions 

not necessarily based on the intended message of the video. In this case, the video can be ‘silent’ 

as comprehension-based activities are not required: the learners could be engaged with the visual 

content only. Alternatively, the video could be part of a longer task sequence, involving fi rst 

comprehension and then some kind of active response. The moving image as stimulus provides the 

learners with a far more interactive role and logically leads to the creation of their own work, such as 

the writing and recording of a dialogue or a soundtrack. 

 Finally, the fourth role is as a  Resource  in which the video is a source of information and provides 

learners with the content for subsequent tasks such as project work. There is clearly a connection with 

CLIL (Content and Language Integrated Learning) here, in which learners gain knowledge about 
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 4

Language Learning with Digital Video

the world through English. An extension of this function would be the use of video to provide direct 

instruction, such as in the case of the ‘fl ipped classroom’. 

Each of the activities in the book will include two of these four main roles (one as a primary 

learning focus and one as a secondary learning focus) in the activity outline so you can be sure of their 

overall aim. However, in Part 2:  Video creation  the learning focus may also be technical, related to the 

fi lming, editing and remixing of the videos themselves.   

  2   Moving images in the digital age 

 In recent years there has been an increased awareness of the need for focused teaching activities based 

on video or moving images. The term  video , of course, no longer refers to reels of videotape, but has 

been co-opted to mean any moving image that is fi lmed and broadcast using digital means. Owing to 

the impact of this digital media in our work and daily lives, we are now more accustomed to accessing 

information and producing our own input via the moving image. At the time of writing, statistics 

from Cisco Systems indicate that video will soon account for 62% of all consumer internet traffi c.   

 Computers, tablets and smartphones now incorporate video cameras, making it possible to fi lm an 

event anytime and anywhere. This is blurring the distinction between the amateur and professional, 

the formal and informal, and the verbal and visual. 

 Sites such as YouTube and Vimeo facilitate the online sharing and creation of such video material. 

Because of these advances, people are accessing these videos and producing their own at an 

increasingly early age, making video material that can compete with the professionals or critique 

mainstream sources. Such videos are accessed by hyperlinks and can be embedded into a blog, a 

tweet, etc. allowing people to customize and personalize the material to an even greater extent. It is 

revealing, after all, that the strapline for YouTube is ‘Broadcast Yourself’. 

 For example, it is commonplace for ‘YouTubers’ to upload their own version of the highlights of a 

football match, editing the action, creating their own captions and then placing their own soundtrack 

over the top. It is interesting to see how elements of popular culture – football, avatars and rap music – 

merge in these multi-modal creations (that is to say, media that incorporate a variety of modes, such 

as a text, images and hyperlinks). In the same way, the YouTube generation often create their own 

spoof versions of well-known videos such as adverts. On occasions, these versions can ‘go viral’ and 

become so popular that they can, ironically, enter the mainstream (for example, a rap version of a 

McDonald’s commercial was ‘adopted’ and became an offi cial advert for the company). Thus, we 

could say that digital media has freed up and democratized ‘the visual’, giving more people the chance 

to communicate visually than ever before. Through Creative Commons licences (one of several 

copyright licences that allows the distribution of copyrighted works), the greater accessibility and 

availability of original video material is guaranteed. 

 Likewise, social networking sites such as Facebook and Twitter have helped new communities, 

often associated with artefacts from popular culture, to emerge. Video clearly plays an important role 

in such communities. For example, participants in a particular video game  3   may create a forum in 

  3     Another term which now has a far broader reach than previously because of the number of new devices and platforms 

that are used to play them, such as personal computers, consoles and smartphones. Video games have become an art form 

as well as an industry.  
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Introduction

which to discuss their interests (very often using English as a lingua franca). James Gee and Elizabeth 

Hayes (2011, pp. 69ff.) call these forums ‘passionate affi nity spaces’ because the participants share a 

particular interest which they feel strongly about. They suggest that these spaces provide new learning 

systems which are very different in nature from traditional classrooms. In addition, new programs or 

tools are constantly appearing to facilitate the presentation, accessibility, editing and delivery of this 

video material. 

 Bearing in mind all the above, it may well be that video is becoming the preferred medium for 

entertainment and information presentation and the chief cultural resource for many young people, 

and this is, of course, having a growing impact on teaching environments as well. Such developments 

offer huge potential for teachers wanting to work with moving images. For example, there’s a good 

chance that learners’ motivation will increase if they are given the opportunity to work with video in 

both a critical and a creative way.  

  3   Moving images and language 

 Gee and Hayes argue that digital media (which clearly includes video) is a powerful force precisely 

because it can ‘power up’ language, granting it new abilities (2011, p. 9). Images (moving or still) 

reinforce text and vice versa, and for learners this is an undeniably rich context, granting them greater 

opportunities and more diverse ways to communicate. 

 Consider a voice chat program such as Skype which allows us to speak to others across the globe 

in real time, either one-to-one or in groups, without being physically present. Likewise, asynchronous 

tools allow us to create video profi les. Learners write questions and the video persona you have 

created answers them. The tool provides a record of the question-and-answer exchanges that the 

learners can carry out – convenient if teachers wish to highlight a specifi c exchange for either content 

or language purposes. Such interactions are  embodied  and  situated  (Gee and Hayes’s terms) in a 

landscape that is entirely new. 

 Indeed, many people now spend more time engaging in this kind of communication than talking 

to their neighbours face-to-face. The challenge open to language teachers is how best to exploit these 

new spaces for communication and interaction with learners. 

  Multi-modality, narrative and ‘deep media’ 

 Multi-modal texts are now more pervasive than ever before. Compare reading an online newspaper 

today with one from 50 years ago – the experience has changed beyond all recognition, with scrolling 

and touch screens altering the way in which we engage with word and image. Even the most academic 

of texts may now juxtapose words, still and moving images, while the written word itself can also 

become ‘animated’ with presentation software such as Prezi, techniques like kinetic typography or 

through ‘word cloud’ software such as Wordle (wordle.net). 

 To ‘unpack’ such texts requires new skills, and the speed at which you can identify, fi lter and 

categorize information and the ability to decode and encode visual images form part of what is 

known as  digital literacy . 

 However, the Internet does not serve only as a way of re-transmitting familiar formats, as a new 

delivery mechanism for old media. As Frank Rose has said, a new multi-modal narrative form is 

emerging: ‘The Internet is the fi rst medium that can act like all media – it can be text, or audio, or 
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Language Learning with Digital Video

video, or all of the above. It is non-linear … it is inherently participatory and often game-like, and 

that’s designed above all to be immersive. This is deep media.’ (2011, p. 3) 

 Andy Goodwyn goes on to say: ‘It [the Internet] has become the most multi-modal medium and the 

one where consumption and production are the most authentically interrelated.’ (2004, p. 119). 

 Of course, there are recurring skills and literacies that come into play when participating with 

this media. As Gunther Kress ( 2003 , pp. 173–4) put it (as far back as 2003) on watching his son and 

friends multi-task at their Playstations:

  All the games make use of the visual, but they make use of much more: there is a musical score, 

there is rudimentary dialogue, and there is writing usually in a box above the rest of the visually 

saturated screen. There are an astonishing range of skills and abilities at issue here …   

 The implications for the language classroom are that we need to tap into these new narratives and 

literacies as well as taking advantage of the enormous learning possibilities that the ‘digital surround’ 

offers us. This means encouraging learners’ ‘critical participation as cultural producers in their own 

right’, as Buckingham (cited in Goodwyn,  2004 ) put it in the context of media education. Such 

an approach is equally valid in the language classroom, and the activities that you will fi nd in this 

handbook are an attempt to do so, going beyond purely linguistic aims at times.   

  4   How to use this book 

 Although we have opted to divide the ‘exploitation’ and ‘creation’ ideas in this book, this is more to 

facilitate navigation. Books are, after all, bound by their limitations as physical media. It is not our 

intention to imply that there is, in any way, some kind of exploitation / creation dualism. Often the 

activities in one part may fl ow seamlessly into the other through, for example: 

 Thematic links, such as  Views about news  (3.5, Exploitation) and  Campaign  (6.6, Creation), which 

both draw attention to the art of public speaking. 

 Learning focus, such as  Reconstruct the plot  (2.4, Exploitation) and  Tube talk  (8.7, Creation), which 

centre on use of the narrative tenses. 

 Procedure, such as  Mini Bollywood  (2.3, Exploitation) and  Body swap  (7.7, Creation), which both 

require the synchronization of a narrative with moving images. 

 Video genre, such as  Ads A: techniques  (3.1, Exploitation) and  Trope  (9.3, Creation), which both 

examine the persuasive techniques used in advertising. 

 Similarly, we draw no hard lines between activities that take place inside or outside the classroom. 

Digital tools and technologies have made the once hermetically sealed walls of the classroom quite 

permeable. If the goal is to empower learners to use English as a tool at work or in their everyday lives, 

then we should provide opportunities for them to practise in as many different contexts as possible. 

While some activities are still well-suited for the classroom, others extend online to take advantage 

of collaboration tools and the time afforded for critical thinking by asynchronous communication. 

Mobile devices are brought into play as hubs for creative media production as well as content 

consumption, not only within the classroom but also at home. Several projects push these devices to 

their (current) limits, not only calling upon their abilities to record and edit multiple video and audio 
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tracks, but also deploying the functionality of location awareness and digital cartography to tie and 

situate language in the hustle and bustle of busy towns and urban centres. At the same time, we bring 

the outside world into the classroom through videos that will broaden perspectives and take learners 

on journeys of the imagination. 

 We also draw no lines between different types of media, as learners will be encouraged to 

mercilessly dismantle, deconstruct, detach, split, rebuild, create and mash up audio, video, text, 

images and games.   For all of these reasons, we recommend that the reader take a similar approach 

to using this book. Take a playful stance and feel free to ignore the lines that divide categories, 

technologies, tools and procedures. Remix and mash up activities as you see fi t. Have fun.  

  5 Practical advice 

 At the end of the book, you’ll fi nd a list of useful links to websites and sources for video. There is an 

extended version on the book’s online product page (www.cambridge.org/9781107634640), which 

will be updated to take into account new sites and the disappearance of old ones. Please also visit 

the authors’ companion website for this book: digitalv.net. You will also fi nd practical tips related to 

hardware and software in the introduction to Part 2:  Video creation , pp. 119–125. 

 Finally, when using video from any online source, it is advisable that you watch the clip fi rst to 

check for anything taboo. You should also be aware that offensive comments may sometimes appear 

below the clips. It’s always a good idea to check for this before giving learners a task, even if you are 

not intending to focus on the comments themselves. You can avoid this altogether by downloading or 

embedding the clip in a class web page or blog so the comments wouldn’t be visible to learners, or by 

using a tool which removes all peripheral texts such as adverts and comments (for example, quietube.

com). However, please check the permissions associated with any clip before doing any of these things 

(see ‘Copyright issues’, p. 17).   
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     Part 1:   Video exploitation 

  Introduction

    1    Activity types 

  A brief history 

 It is interesting to see that video-based activities have, over the last decades, moved from very 

controlled, language-based tasks to comprehension-based ones and then to exploring a much freer 

role.  Language focus  tasks were adopted by early video English courses such as the BBC’s  Follow Me  

(from 1979). However, they are still used today on a whole host of online English language courses. 

For example, some of Vicki Hollett’s  Simple English Videos  ( www.simpleenglishvideos.com ) focus 

on language items that are particularly problematic for language learners. The items are embedded 

in short dialogues that are used to exemplify the difference between them (for example, between 

 interesting  and  interested  or  sympathetic  and  nice ). 

 Early video courses such as  Follow Me  included these short sequences or exchanges to highlight 

specifi c language items. However, within the same episode, they would also offer longer sequences 

in the form of comedy sketches. This was something taken up by a number of ELT ready-made video 

products such as  Grapevine  (Oxford University Press, early 1990s) which adopted elements of roles 

1 and 2 (see Introduction, pp. 3–4 for a closer analysis of the key roles of video in the classroom) 

within a situation comedy or mini-drama storyline using professional comic actors. The chosen genre 

emphasized once again the light-hearted quality that it seemed video material was required to possess. 

Here, the target language was intended to be comprehensible and repeated by the learners with the 

emphasis on  Skills practice  – listening comprehension and after-you-watch speaking. 

 In the 1990s, the concept of  ‘active viewing’ was established. Here the learner took a more active 

role than that of the passive viewer and the teacher began to use the interface more: freeze-framing 

with the remote control, segmenting long videos into shorter scenes, removing and adding subtitles, 

playing a video without sound, covering the screen and so on. Learners were also divided up into 

groups for information gap tasks such as jigsaw viewing. Although there were logistical diffi culties 

with these kinds of activities, many of them are still pedagogically valid today. 

 More recently, shorter clips chosen from sites such as Vimeo or YouTube have become popular 

source material for educators, especially those with little or no dialogue so the class is not ‘distracted’ 

by comprehension. The tasks are often open-ended and encourage critical thinking, allowing the 

learners to respond to the content with their own interpretation. Clearly, working with video as 

 Stimulus  allows learners to focus on narration as well as on more subjective questions such as 
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