Stop-Motion Animation Storytelling in the Classroom
By Dan Grant
Biography:

Dan Grant is a Grade 5 homeroom teacher at Bayview Hill Elementary School in
Richmond Hill with the York Region District School Board. Dan endeavours to integrate
digital storytelling techniques and applications into his day-to-day teaching practices. He
has shared his digital storytelling activities through the Elementary Teachers’ Federation
of Ontario (ETFO) Innoteach programmes and was part of a Ministry of Education
Numeracy and Literacy Secretariat Webcast on non-fiction writing.

The Challenge:

I love movies and have always felt that film could serve as an excellent tool to engage

students to share their stories in a creative, risk-taking and empowering manner. As a

grown male reader and book-lover, | was looking in particular for ways to more actively
involve the boys in my class with literacy.

| decided to use digital storytelling tools and technigues to motivate my students in telling
their fiction and nonfiction stories. With this in mind, | sought ways to integrate media
literacy into my everyday instruction.

Through our class’s media literacy instructions, students were exposed to a wide variety
of media examples. We paid particular attention to how stories were told and messages
delivered through print, audio and film. As we explored and made connections with
media, the students became particularly engaged and excited about stop- or slow-
motion animation films. (Stop animation is a technique used by a filmmaker who films or
photographs a series of movements made with an object such that when all shots are
screened in sequence, the object appears to be moving. Claymation is a common stop-
motion animation technique).

Thus, | decided to explore the use of stop-motion animation in my classroom in a more
fulsome way. | discussed this with the class and as a group we decided that this was a
direction that would be enjoyable and productive for everyone.

Working in small groups, students created two stop-motion films (one fiction work and
one non-fiction work) over the course of the school year. In addition, the students filmed
a sixty-second Public Service Announcement-style commercial on the importance of
healthy eating and a healthy lifestyle.

| decided that the first film the students would work on would involve explaining the
concept of “equivalent fractions” using stop-motion animation. At that time my class was
completing a unit on equivalent fractions and | hoped that stop-motion would lend itself
to telling this particular story. | also hoped that my students would develop a deeper
understanding of the concept while looking at mathematics in a more creative and
artistic light.



My challenge then was engaging and coordinating twenty-eight students in groups of
two or three working on different stop-motion projects at the same time and place.

The students understood that | had not done this before with a class and knew that we
were all taking risks. | believe that this motivated and empowered them to believe that
we were all in the same boat, charting new waters.

Setting the Stage:

Curriculum Expectations

Ontario curriculum expectations must always drive instructional practice in the classroom.
By integrating the project across different curriculum standards, | was able to use my
classroom time much more effectively by not restricting my students to isolated periods
of instruction. As a homeroom teacher teaching my own core mathematics, literacy,
science and social studies subjects, | was able to develop my lessons in a way that
combined the various subject areas.

Although this project was created for a Grade 5 class, it can be modified to meet the
expectations of other grades. | am currently using this same strategy with two
intermediate classes and have received very positive feedback from secondary-school
consultants on this approach.

Mathematics

read, represent, compare and order whole numbers to 100,000, decimal
numbers to hundredths, proper and improper fractions, and mixed numbers
demonstrate and explain the concept of equivalent fractions, using concrete
materials

Writing

generate, gather and organize ideas and information to write for an intended
purpose and audience

Media Literacy

create a variety of media texts for different purposes and audiences, using
appropriate forms, conventions and techniques

reflect upon and identify their strengths as media interpreters and creators, areas
for improvement, and the strategies they found most helpful in understanding and
creating media texts

Arts — Drama

solve problems through drama and dance, working in large and small groups and
using various strategies

use different forms of available technology to enhance their work in drama and
dance



Equipment and Materials:

software and hardware
0 Microsoft webcams
Windows-based HP notebook computers
microphones
Microsoft Movie Maker
Audacity recording software
Monkey Jam — digital pencil test programme that is also suitable for creating
stop-motion movies
storyboard planning sheets — see appendix
variety of arts materials — plasticine, construction paper, markers, etc.
simple animation props — Lego bricks, small dolls, toy cars, stuffed animals, etc.
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Thinking Media Literacy — Lesson Sequence:

Lesson(s) 1 +: Developing Media Literacy Skills

Before the students started any filming, we spent a fair bit of our literacy time examining
media literacy language and techniques. | wanted my students to use media literate
language for the filmmaking project and so identified three stages of the filming process:
pre-production, production and post-production.

At the beginning of the project, | asked my students what percentage of filming they
thought each phase would likely take. The initial response was: pre-production 20%,
production 60% and post-production 20%. At the end of the unit | posed the question
again and their response was pre-production 75%, production 10% and post-production
15%. The students’ follow-up response exhibited a substantive change in their
perspective, understanding and awareness of the importance of planning and
preparation.

| scaffolded their learning throughout the filming process in much the same way that they
had experienced while learning how to write fiction and non-fiction text. | had started the
year using “6+1” writing strategies and | wanted this learning reflected in their projects. |
illustrated connections between the filming process and literacy throughout the year and
found that students were better able to relate to their literacy studies as a result.

Students learned how to analyze the techniques media professionals use to convey their
ideas and influence consumers and spectators. We initially spent class time analyzing
print advertisements before looking at television commercials.

It was while looking at commercials produced by Sony Corporation to promote their
Bravia televisions during this preliminary phase that the students became engaged and
eager to start a stop-motion project of their own. What is especially valuable about the
commercials is that Sony provides interviews and a behind-the-scenes look at the
conception of the commercial and the media messages that Sony was attempting to
convey.



The Sony Bravia commercial that used massive amounts of plasticine to create
“bunnies” in New York City was very popular with the students, and made them
particularly excited about doing their own stop-motion piece. | happened to have ample
guantities of plasticine in the classroom and invited the students to experiment creating
forms with it.

To help the class understand storyboards, we looked at actual storyboards generated by
filmmakers. Filmmakers will often provide their storyboards as an additional feature on
released movie DVDs, and we consulted plans from Spirited Away, Shrek, The
Incredibles and Wallace and Gromitt: Curse of the Were Rabbit.

Students could see that professionals had to brainstorm and “sell” their ideas to their
peers before they were able to move forward. This provided an opportunity to discuss
the importance of developing oral communication skills and how they relate to real-world
activities. | followed up on these activities by having the students watch a “Participaction”
commercial and draw a storyboard based on it.

Lesson(s) 2+ — Audio to Express Mood and Emotion

As a class we discussed how a film narrative can be impacted through the effective use
of voice, music, sounds and special effects. Students were prompted to watch films and
television shows to observe how sound plays an important part of establishing mood and
atmosphere. We watched, listened to and acted out how sound and voice can be used
to help tell stories and express ideas.

To introduce students to digital storytelling, | had them create a mixed audio recording
that combined a very short piece of narrated text with music that suited the mood and
feel of the piece.

Students were provided with a copy of Stephen Leacock’s “The Great Detective Story”
and a handout explaining how to create an audio recording using Audacity software.
Audacity is a free, easy-to-use audio editor and recorder for Windows, Mac OS X,
GNU/Linux and other operating systems.

I modelled how to read the story with varying emphasis while recording it in Audacity.
Students were very interested in what the voice looked like in the recording as it was
illustrated in the track. | then imported a musical track from Freeplay Music into the
narration that supported the mood and feel of the story. Freeplay Music provides music
samples in .MP3 and .AAC formats. According to information posted on their website,
educators and students are able to download and use music for educational purposes
that are non-commercial in nature and substance. This provided me with an opportunity
to engage the students in a discussion of copyright.

Students were then tasked with narrating their own version of “The Great Detective.” The
class really enjoyed making their recordings and made excellent choices in music that
reflected mood and meaning. We would use this skill in other digital storytelling activities.



Lesson 3 — Stop-Motion Animation — Pre-production

Students created two stop-motion animation projects during the school year. The first
project was a nonfiction project that explained the concept of equivalent fractions. The
second project was a student created sequel the The Spiderwick Chronicles.

Students followed the same pre-production process in creating their stop-motion films.
Working in small groups they first brainstormed ideas, then created a rough script and
storyboard for their films. Students were instructed to include as much information as

they could in their first storyboard, such as group roles and responsibility, props, titles
and other material that could be required.

Students then pitched their ideas to the teacher who provided feedback on each
proposal and made suggestions for inclusion in the final product. Students took these
suggestions and incorporated them into their draft storyboard. Students then pitched
their story to the entire class who contributed additional feedback. Students noted all
suggestions and completed a final storyboard.

Accommodations and Modifications

Accommodations provided to the students included teacher-selected work groups,
through which students of differing abilities were paired up so as to foster peer support. |
then provided direct support to groups on a needs basis. In addition, support from
support staff was also made available to help with the clarity of the storyboards and
provide adjusted timelines as needed. | posted and colour-coded all expectations, and
posted all of the project information on our classroom blog along with sets of instructions
and dates of assignment completion.

The students were guided through the use of the created rubrics, and were assessed
according to those rubrics. Differentiation was provided in the form of time allowed for
completion of each stage and the degree, and form, of direct teacher intervention and
instruction. As it was important for the students to know that they were all being given
the same assignment and support as everyone else, the same assessment was used
regardless of interventions or differentiated instruction provided.

Lesson 4 — Stop-Motion Animation — Production

Taking at least 10 frames per second (approximately 600 pictures) students will
compose a stop-motion animation using a webcam and MonkeyJam.

| wanted all of my students to have a chance to actively participate in the stop-motion
filming process. The challenge therefore was how to manage class time and resources
to accomplish this. A major concern was regarding software and hardware that was
needed to help my students be successful.



| started off the year with a typical classroom budget of $0 for media production. My
school did invest in a digital video camera but | could not see how | could share this
single device between thirty students working on the same project at the same time. |
also needed to decide which software | might acquire that would support student
filmmaking.

| discussed all of this with the students in order to share with them a sense of the scope
of this undertaking. | decided that | wanted the films available in a format that would play
on the web or a video iPod. My thinking was that this reduced the need for higher-end

cameras and would be more relevant for student work. Webcams connect directly to the
USB port on a computer, are low cost and provide adequate resolution for our purposes.

| decided to use webcams and a freeware software application called MonkeyJam to
create the stop-motion films. | was able to purchase six webcams and ten microphones
on eBay for about $100. Having multiple webcams allowed a number of groups to work
on their projects at the same time and, most importantly, at their own pace. The
webcams proved to be pretty rugged and worked extremely well for the productions.

It is possible to create stop-motion films using Microsoft Movie Maker but | decided to
use software that would provide students more flexibility in their filming. MonkeyJam is a
digital pencil test programme. It is designed to let you capture images from a webcam,
camcorder or scanner and assemble them as separate frames of an animation.

| begged and borrowed computers from around the school, set up the software and
demonstrated how to use it for the students. | didn’t really have to worry too much about
the cameras and other devices, since they didn’t cost a lot and proved to be both
durable and reliable. | also gave the students a great deal of creative freedom and time
to explore their ideas.

Lesson 5 — Stop-Motion Animation — Post-production

Once their films were completed using MonkeyJam, students exported the final file to
Microsoft Movie Maker to finish their project by adding titles, music and any other special
effects. Students were already familiar with how to use the Movie Maker and were able
to complete this task fairly quickly (in roughly two or three periods).

Outcomes and Student Reflections:

My students became thoroughly engaged and clearly enjoyed the experience with the
stop-motion films. Most importantly the activity effectively extended student learning in
line with Ontario curriculum expectations.

All of the software and hardware we used was easily accessible to students at home. A
very interesting and worthwhile outcome was how students created their own
independent stop-motion films which they brought to class to share. In particular, some
of the students who really embraced this opportunity and went off in their own
filmmaking directions were those students who typically were not fully engaged in
classroom activities.
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Appendix:

Student Handout

Audacity is software that allows students to create audio recordings using multiple tracks
of sound which can include narration, music and audio effects. Audacity allows users to
merge these multiple tracks into a single file that can be played on an MP3 player or
Microsoft Media Player.

Audacity is freeware that can be downloaded off the Internet. Students are encouraged
to independently create their own audio recordings. The Audacity software and MP3
utility download page can be found at http://audacity.sourceforge.net/ .

Students will work with Audacity to narrate and record a short piece of text. It is
important that students rehearse reading the text with inflection and emphasis before
recording their passage.

When you record and save a project in Audacity it is saved an .aup file. This file cannot
be opened in a media or MP3 player. In order to listen in a Media Player it must be
exported as either a .WAV or .MP3 file which will merge all of the files into a single track.

Once students have recorded their passage they will then find and select a music track
from Freeplay Music that reflects the mood and feel of the passage. Students are
encouraged to add sound effects to their recording to make it even more interesting and
engaging.

1. Rehearse reading the passage before you record in Audacity.

2. Record passage using Audacity.

3. Under the “File” pull-down menu, select “Save project as...” and save recording
in “My Documents” using a unique name, for example, “mr grant passage 1.” It is
also highly recommended that you save the project onto a memory stick.

4. Locate mood music on Freeplay Music (http://freeplaymusic.com/).
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10.

11.

- Freeplay Music allows students to download copyright-free music tracks for
educational purposes.
- Students are not allowed to use copyrighted materials (ex., music or videos
from established artists such as Usher or The Jonas Brothers).
Select and save a track that roughly equals the length of the narrated passage.
In Audacity, under the “Project” pull-down menu, select “Import Audio Track” to
import your narrated passage.
Check your sound levels to ensure that everything sounds right and that one part
does not drown out another. You can also make changes to the track at this time.
Optional: Add other audio tracks, such as sound effects.
“Save Project.” It is again recommended that you save the project onto a memory
stick.
“Export as a WAV...” This will merge your recording into a single audio track
- You can export as a .MP3 file but it takes an extra step and will require a
utility.
Your recording is now complete. Your file can now be opened using Windows
Media Player and can be imported into other programmes such as Microsoft
Movie Maker or PowerPoint.




Storyboard Samples — The Spiderwick Chronicles
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Student Name:

Storyboard Multimedia Rubric

CATEGORY {4 3 2 1
Required Elements |Storyboard included [Storyboard included |Storyboard included [One or more
all required all required all required required elements
elements as well as [elements and one |elements. were missing from

a few additional

additional element.

the storyboard.

elements.
Content All content is in the |Almost all content is |At least half of the |Less than half of the
students' own words|in the students' own |content is in the content is in the
and is accurate. words and is students' own words|students' own words
accurate. and is accurate. and/or is accurate.
Clarity and Storyboard is easy [Storyboard is easy |Storyboard is hard |Storyboard is hard
Neatness to read and all to read and most  [to read with rough [to read and one
elements are clearly |elements are clearly|drawings and cannot tell what
written, labelled or |written, labelled or |labels. It would be |goes where. It
drawn such that drawn. Another hard for another would be impossible
another student person might be person to create this|for another person
could create the able to create the |presentation without|to create this
presentation if presentation after |asking lots of presentation without
necessary. asking one or two |questions. asking lots of
questions. guestions.
Use of Time Used time well Used time well Used time well (as |Used time poorly

during each class
period (as assessed
by teacher
observation and
documentation of
progress in journal)

during most class
periods (as
assessed by
teacher observation
and documentation
of progress in

assessed by
teacher observation
and documentation
of progress in
journal), but
required adult

(as assessed by
teacher observation
and documentation
of progress in
journal) in spite of
several adult

with no adult journal) with no reminders on one orreminders to do so.
reminders. adult reminders. more occasions to
do so.
Cooperation Worked Worked Worked Worked

cooperatively with
partners all the time
with no need for
adult intervention.

cooperatively with
partners most of
time but had a few
problems that the
team resolved

themselves.

cooperatively with
partners most of the
time, but had one
problem that
required adult

intervention.

cooperatively with
partners some of
the time, but had
several problems
that required adult

intervention.
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Assignment:

Stop-Motion Animation Rubric

Taking at least 10 frames per second (approximately 600 pictures) students will
compose a stop-motion animation using a webcam and MonkeyJam.

4 3 2 1
Viewer can , Viewer is not ,
. Viewer can Viewer has no
. discern a clear sure of a story . :
Storyline . almost tell the , . point the viewer
beginning, stor but finds it can distinguish
middle and end. Y- interesting. 9
. Camera is Camera shakes
: Camera doesn't -
Stop-Motion Minimal camera | shaky and and many
. move and shots
Techniques moves. some frames frames are
are seamless. o .
are missing. missing.
Appropriate About 2/3 Less than half | Less than half
L length and
Directions : complete and complete complete and
exported in
correct format. correct format. | wrong format.
correct format.
Keeps viewer Interesting — but Pleasant — but
. no one would Classmates
o interested — probably would .
Creativity watch it were bored
could be posted | not generate a : S
. : outside of watching it.
online. lot of interest. class
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