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Abstract 
Group work is a well-recognised pedagogical practice in Higher Education (HE), meant to facilitate peer
collaboration in contexts simulating realistic industry situations. While group work is credited with helping
students to develop a range of communication, social and negotiation skills, it can also disenfranchise students,
leading to disorganisation and creative disputes. With increased numbers of students taking up HE film and
television and creative writing degrees, group work is necessary to prepare students for industry practice.
However, with limited time within a semester to produce such artefacts as screenplays and short films, group-
based projects can backfire, creating tensions and conflicts, and resulting in decreased student satisfaction. This
study discusses the process of implementation and evaluation of a redesigned screenwriting model, where the act
of restructuring the group work component of the studies to ensure that all students participate in the writing of
the team’s screenplay helped shift the unequal power balance between students and boost individual student
agency. While contextualised in the field of screenwriting and filmmaking, the findings pertaining to group work
dynamics and the mindful use of student evaluations to improve teaching can be transported to other disciplines
and contexts. Personal skills developed through HE group work, such as collaboration and negotiation, may be
applied to other real-world industry and international settings. 
Keywords: screenwriting, teaching, collaboration, creative writing, film and television, curriculum

 

 

Introduction

The ‘very obvious’ difference in the process of writing a novel compared to 
being (in) a writers’ room is that the latter is a collaborative 

engagement. (Awad 2018)

Grounded within screenwriting theory and film and television studies group work scholarship, in addition to a
wider body of scholarly teaching and evaluation literatures, this paper investigates a student agency-centred
model of curriculum design for screenwriting and film production. Screenwriting is a form of creative writing
that sits between creative writing and film and television studies. By drawing on a range of student-generated
data, the research asserts that student group work that is structured in a way that shifts typical power dynamics by
distributing control over the writing and production process equally among students can facilitate better
engagement and foster a sense of ownership over the project. This can be achieved by designing the group work
in a way that allows for student engagement to extend across the entirety of the project, from a screenplay’s initial
conception, through the process of writing and editing the script, and into the production and post-production
periods.

This study specifically examines the development of short film screenplays by second-year screenwriting
students undergoing a Bachelor of Film and Television at a mid-sized Australian university. From 2014-2017,
approximately 350 students were involved in the development of sixty-five short film screenplays, ranging from
three to eight minutes in length. Each individual screenplay was developed within a period of six weeks, by a
team of four to six students.

Drawing on previous group work and screenwriting research, the purpose of this study is twofold: first, to offer
new insights on group work dynamics by studying it from the perspective of screenwriting in film studies; and
second, to show how an evaluation of student satisfaction data grounded in scholarly teachings can inform
curriculum redesign, leading to more fruitful interactions between students, as well as between students and
lecturers.

While this study is contextualised in the field of screenwriting and filmmaking, its findings regarding student
group work dynamics and the mindful use of student evaluations to improve teaching and learning may benefit
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other disciplines and contexts, especially those which aspire to imitate real-life collaborative multi-industry
situations through university-based group work.

This paper is structured as follows. First, topical literatures across screenwriting and film and television studies
and those more broadly focusing on group work are analysed; second, this study is presented and contextualised;
and third, data of student evaluations is presented to make a case for the curricular change described. The
limitations and future directions of this study are also discussed.

 

Group work in Higher Education (HE) studies

Intended to facilitate peer collaboration in contexts simulating realistic industry situations, group work is a
common aspect of Higher Education (HE) student experience. Collaborative learning such as group work is
credited with contributing to students’ cognitive learning and socio-emotional development as well as with
preparing them for jobs in which they would be expected to work in teams (De Hei et al 2015). Across
disciplines, previous group work research has focused on the principles of effective group work designs, with the
role of group work in engaging international students and boosting positive diversity dynamics in the classroom
being of particular interest (Cruickshank et al 2012; Pham & Pham 2018).

From an industry viewpoint, students’ exposure to group work is an important expectation. A recent survey of
400 companies found that ninety-six percent of employers believe that HE students should be exposed to the
types of learning experiences that teach them to solve problems collaboratively with people whose views differ
from theirs (Johnson et al 2016). Education and creativity expert Ken Robinson (2010) states, ‘most great
learning happens in groups … [and] collaboration is the stuff of growth’. At the same time, education scholars
such as Masika and Jones (2015), whose research focuses on communities of practice, find that while there are
indeed many positive aspects to group learning, including students developing a stronger sense of belonging and
greater confidence when learning in collaborations, students can also experience tensions and frustrations in the
process.

Others (Pauli et al 2008) have reiterated the above finding, arguing that group collaboration may lead to conflicts
and personality clashes, which result in student disenfranchisement, loss of agency and disorganisation. The so-
called ‘free riding behaviour’ (or the ‘sucker’ phenomenon, according to Salomon & Globerson 1989) implies
some individuals in a group may benefit from the work of others without equally contributing, and has also been
flagged as a consistent issue which hurts both types of learners in a group – those who do the work and those who
do not (Kloppenburg at al 2018). Another study of group work (LaBeouf et al 2016) found that the biggest issue
reported by students in regard to group work was the allocation of grades for group members reinforcing the
perceived built-in imbalance between an individual student’s contribution and the shared grade.

 

Group work in screenwriting and film and television studies

Research into collaboration and communication skills development for screenwriting and production students
showed that while the majority of HE film courses do require students to produce films in groups, the actual skill
of collaboration is not explicitly taught (Dooley 2015; Hodge 2009; Sabal 2009b). Specifically, ‘deep and
effective collaboration in filmmaking is an art form in itself … [and classrooms] rarely train or prepare students
for it’ (Sabal 2009b: 7). Hence, the question of ‘how might screenwriting and film production students work
more effectively and more harmoniously together?’ is central to the discipline, with Sabal asserting that,
‘filmmakers who know how to work well together produce better films’ (Sabal 2009a: 3).

Arguably, group work in such creative disciplines as screenwriting and film and television studies adds an
additional layer of complexity to group dynamics. Time constraints and deadlines to produce creative group
projects combined with unbalanced power dynamics can lead to intense inter-group conflicts and resentment
when someone’s creative input is overlooked. With increased numbers of students enrolling in HE creative
writing and film and television courses [1] and limited time within a semester to produce such artefacts as
screenplays and short films, designing group work in a way that empowers students rather than disenfranchises
them, while still exposing them to simulated industry dynamics, promises to address various issues associated
with group work, as well as boost student satisfaction and increase retention.

Group work is a well-established industry practice in screenwriting and film production. Script development as a
practice is central to the broader practice of screenwriting but is often hidden and/or unacknowledged (Batty et al
2017; Conor 2014; Tofler et al 2019).

According to Tofler, Batty and Taylor (2019: 4), ‘script development almost always includes the writing of
multiple drafts, and in most professional instances also includes the writer’s incorporation of ideas, notes and
changes from those in various executive or production roles’. Script development hence ‘might include creating
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memorable characters; building an appealing story world; plotting action and reaction; structuring theme’ (Tofler
et al 2019: 4).

Film and television scripts are frequently written in teams of two or more with script development notes provided
from a script editor, director, and/or producer. Phalen and Osellame, who interviewed forty-five television
screenwriters between 2005 and 2009 and conducted a six-week prime-time drama series observation, discuss
that while writers’ rooms may vary depending on genre and personal preferences, several elements remain fairly
constant across rooms:

Writers spend time in the room discussing stories and coming up with ideas for episodes or
… rewriting scripts. When the writers are in the room a writers’ assistant takes notes so the
writers can concentrate on ideas. The showrunner is responsible for the process and the
final product, and studio and network executives read scripts and give notes and approvals
at different stages. (Phalen & Osellame 2012: 8)

Similarly, in HE environments, student films are often created within teams. Less common, however, is the kind
of group work that ensures students’ active participation in the screenwriting process from the inception of the
screenplay to its production and post-production stages.

Adding to the ‘normal’ group work challenges outlined earlier, student filmmakers experience group work at the
same time as they are ‘learning their craft and discovering their own artistic instincts’ (Hodge 2009: 3). Of
particular relevance is that creative disagreements often occur within student film teams. However, when
constructive, group conflict can catalyse a creative solution to a problem. Differences in opinion between two
people can inspire a third or fourth team member to come up with a unique solution.

Dooley’s (2015) research into collaboration skills in university-based screen production courses has seen her
create an inventory of approaches to student collaboration to help improve working relationships, increase
creative output and assist with conflict resolution skills. Her underlying approach was to dispense with the idea of
the ‘auteur’, which tends to result in a situation where one student takes on a writer/director role and, by default,
becomes the group’s leader, while others settle into the roles of a producer, director of photography, sound
designer, production designer and editor. This dynamic may leave some students feeling ‘shut out’ of the
decision-making process while others may become resentful that everyone in the group receives the same mark
without contributing equally. Dooley draws upon Hunningher’s (2000) ideas about putting student collaboration
before authorship, whereby students would not direct their own scripts, instead opting for a process where the
script is developed as a team effort.

Dooley and Sexton-Finck (2017) proposed that screen production educators should approach collaboration and
teamwork throughout the semester with a clear focus on student learning. Aligned with Smith’s (1996) work, this
idea was developed further by Sabal (2009b) who reiterated five key principles to be emphasised to students
commencing group work: positive interdependence, positive interaction, development of teamwork skills, group
processing, and, importantly, individual and group accountability. By emphasising these principles to students,
educators will be more likely to succeed in discouraging individual group members from fixating on their specific
role within the group, focusing instead on the success of the group as a whole.

The group work redesign process that is about to be presented is grounded in the ideas discussed above. The
redesign was undertaken in response to student feedback – after working as a convenor and lecturer in the unit in
question over the past five years, the first author, Tofler, revamped the unit to enable more productive group
collaboration by encouraging students in each production team to create a group-devised screenplay of a short
film they were to produce during semester. As the article demonstrates, this change to group work structure has
resulted in students creating stronger films without feeling overwhelmed or disgruntled by the process. As a
result of collaborating with a scholarly teaching and evaluation-focused colleague (second author), the lecturer
articulated the new process and analysed student satisfaction data to offer new insights on the topic of effective
group work in screenwriting and film studies and more widely.

 

The study: Using student feedback to redesign group work for screenwriting students

Context

The second-year screenwriting unit at the core of this study forms a part of a Bachelor of Film and Television
degree at a mid-sized Australian university. Given the course’s entry requirement is via an ATAR score of over
ninety-two, the unit typically attracts high-achieving students [2].When the lecturer took over this unit, its
curriculum was overloaded with assessment tasks and unreasonable deadlines. All students would pitch and write
a short film but only one in five or six of these films would be chosen for production, leaving many students
resentful about having to write a screenplay which would not be produced. As students worked in teams to
produce their films, one student would inevitably act as ‘auteur’ – taking on a writer/director role and becoming
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the group’s default leader – leaving others to take on the roles of producer, editor, director of photography, sound
designer or production designer.

Based on Tofler’s observations and student feedback, it seemed that when a student writer directed their own
work they often became overly dictatorial, unable to be objective about creative decisions. As a result, some
group members felt ostracised and shut out of the decision-making process while others resented that everyone in
the group received the same mark without contributing equally. The situation was exacerbated by placing an
additional pressure on students to pitch and create a music video in addition to their short film. Students were
often stressed and resentful by the end of semester, and their formal unit feedback reflected this – the unit tended
to receive low student satisfaction ratings. Using this feedback as a catalyst for the unit’s redesign, Tofler
revamped the unit’s assessments to facilitate more productive and rewarding group collaborations.

The new group work process

As a result of the redesign, the unit’s curriculum was adapted so that each screenplay would be group-devised
from the start. In this new process, which emulates industry ‘writers’ room’ practice, students learn collaborative
skills integral to creating, writing and editing a screenplay and also learn how to give, receive and integrate script
feedback.

The new process has six steps:

1. All students devise and verbally pitch a short film idea; each student receives feedback from peers and their
lecturer.

2. All students submit a logline and synopsis of their short film idea.
3. The students and their lecturer vote on which ideas are to be made into films. Students then get into

production teams based on which idea they would like to help develop and what they can offer that team.
4. Over the next four weeks, each production team works to develop a screenplay based on their chosen short

film idea.
5. Script exercises are undertaken in class over several weeks, and students work in their teams to

collaboratively devise and write a screenplay. Inevitably, the person who originally pitched the idea comes
to act as head writer, however the screenplay has input from the whole team.

6. Students continue to work in teams to produce and edit their short films.

In addition to the redesign of the group work process, the music video assessment component was removed from
the unit, while an individual reflective journal assessment was added, requiring students to research screenwriting
and film theory and use it to reflect on their own creative work. Where group-based scriptwriting is concerned,
various in-class exercises and discussions occurred throughout the semester, allowing the class as a whole to give
and receive feedback, exposing students to each other’s screenplay development processes and unearthing
creative challenges their peers might be facing.

It is an industry practice to invite a range of film industry personnel to attend actor readings of screenplay drafts
and give feedback so that writers, directors and producers can gauge whether their project’s screenplay is hitting
the mark and screenwriters can then revise accordingly. Emulating this industry practice, a script-reading
workshop was held where each screenplay was read and students received feedback from the lecturer and their
peers, allowing a fresh perspective on any scripting issues. Script reading also helped clarify problematic
decisions made within the team, as sometimes it takes an outsider to identify script problems.

All students were encouraged to give constructive feedback regarding other groups’ screenplays and to articulate
what makes a strong, engaging screenplay. This process was beneficial to students, as providing and receiving
constructive script feedback is not only a skill required of film industry screenwriters, script editors, directors and
producers to help writers polish their screenplays ready for production, but also for film editors to provide story
feedback to directors as they refine the narrative of the film in post-production.

Writing the film as a group can encourage the whole team to contribute to the creation of a screenplay. Such a
group-devised screenplay benefits from having the producer, editor, sound and production designers and director
of photography all contribute to the script based upon their specific area of knowledge and the skills specific to
their role. For instance, an editor may come up with a solution to a problem by keeping in mind how the film will
be cut to fit together as a whole, while a suggestion from a sound designer may enable a superfluous scene in the
film to be cut by using a clever sound effect or setting a particular emotional beat to music.

In the middle of the semester, an established director was invited as a guest speaker along with professional
actors from a local studio in order to improvise scenes from students’ screenplays. Improvisation is a tool used by
filmmakers such as Robert Altman, John Cassavetes, and Mike Leigh to help develop story narratives and also
allow actors to organically develop their characters. During this directing/actor workshop, the backstory to a
scene could be improvised, with this change occasionally working its way into the screenplay. At this stage,
students were also shown how to use improvisation as a rehearsal technique, another effective industry tool that
allows actors to develop an emotional memory about their characters.
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Using student feedback data from end-of-semester surveys as well as students’ performance grades, the revised
group work structure was evaluated for effectiveness.

 

Evaluation

Methodology

Purposed with assessing the effectiveness of the revised group work structure and grounded in scholarly teaching
approaches, the evaluation drew on multiple data sources, primarily student feedback, satisfaction ratings and
academic performance grades. Methodologically, this study was informed by Scholarship of Teaching and
Learning (SoTL) which allowed the authors to problematise the classroom/curricula practice while
contextualising it within the discipline of film studies. As ‘What is going on here?’ and ‘Why is ‘X’ happening?’
(Hubball & Clarke 2010: 2) are among the questions asked by SoTL, its overarching method of mindful analysis
of diverse student data emerged as most appropriate given our set research goals. Specifically, this study falls
under such methodological approaches as case study research and program evaluation research (Hubball &
Clarke 2010). A common source of data in education research (Golding & Adam 2016), student evaluations of
teaching in this study were used to improve teaching and revise curriculum to achieve better experience for
students.

While end-of-semester student satisfaction ratings and feedback are indeed among the most common types of
data lecturers use to improve their teaching and/or show impact of augmented teaching approaches (Hammonds
et al 2016; Hounsell 2009), one of the limitations of this data is that it is not compulsory for students to partake in
these surveys, resulting in a skewed sample. Further, anecdotally, some lecturers feel that disgruntled students are
more likely to fill out a survey while those contented with their experiences are more likely to ignore the survey
all together. Some lecturers have also been found to be concerned about the validity of student satisfaction ratings
because they did not perceive students as knowledgeable enough to perform useful evaluations (Hammonds et al
2016). To supplement quantitative data, qualitative comments left by students as well as objective observation of
a change in academic performance grades were also used to inform this evaluation.

All data was analysed using the interpretive approach in order to make judgements on whether the redesign of the
unit’s group work structure was effective, namely in alignment with the question of: How well were the student
learning outcomes met by using this teaching approach? Specifically, the learning outcomes evaluated were
concerned with whether students as a team were able to develop and pitch a well-structured and engaging script
concept for a short narrative film. In regard to the former, the criteria for assessing what makes a script well-
structured and engaging is based upon screenwriting expert Syd Field’s checkpoints for writing a better
screenplay. These include the effective setting up of the main character(s), by establishing the dramatic premise,
situation, and circumstances surrounding said character. Furthermore, the following questions are used as guiding
principles: Does the structure effectively hold the story line together? Is the dialogue too explanatory, or too
wordy? Is there effective conflict? Does the main character’s dramatic need drive the action forward? (Field
2005).

Limitations

It is important to consider other factors that may be affecting students’ classroom experiences and, subsequently,
their feedback and satisfaction ratings. Recent research into implicit bias in the classroom argued that lecturers’
perception of their student cohort shapes the way they teach (Pechenkina 2017). The same is true for students’
perception of lecturers. For example, several studies (Kogan et al 2010; Lazos 2012) confirmed that female
lecturers fare worse than male colleagues in student evaluations. Further, students feeling uncomfortable in the
classroom, whether due to the complexity of the topic, feedback received or even its delivery, could also affect
how students evaluate their experience in the end-of-semester surveys (Lazos 2012). While research shows that
all these factors affect student evaluations, these important nuances are rarely accounted for when lecturers are
assessed by their supervisors or when tenure or promotion decisions are made.

Therefore, while student satisfaction data serves as a key evidence by which the success of the group work
redesign is judged upon in this paper, we acknowledge this approach’s limitations and endeavour to balance it out
by also drawing on the excerpts from students’ reflective journals. Further, whether student films developed
within the unit were selected for screening at local and international film festivals as well as whether student
films were presented with local and international awards was also used as a criterion of success, as these outputs
reflect industry peer review and recognition.

Methods

After being introduced in Semester 1 2016, the new curriculum for this unit has now run for four semesters. We
have analysed student satisfaction data across the total of eight teaching intakes, including four teaching
semesters preceding the new group work structure and four semesters following its introduction. While there
were other components of this unit which tended to provoke mixed reactions from students (eg additional
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assessment tasks, such as a music video and reflection journals), the group-based scriptwriting project remained a
constant element throughout the years. Hence, only the group work focused comments from student surveys and
reflection journals were considered for this evaluation.

As the university student survey instrument underwent a significant change in 2015, some design inconsistencies
had to be addressed. Specifically, as of 2015, the university swapped its 6-point Likert scale (1 = ‘Strongly
Disagree’ and 6 = ‘Strongly Agree’) for a 10-point scale (1 = ‘Strongly Disagree’ and 10 = ‘Strongly Agree’),
while also reducing the number of questions. To address the first discrepancy, all 6-point scale distributions were
converted into 10-point scale ones by multiplying each mean response by 1.67, and rounding to the nearest whole
number (eg a ‘6’ on the old 6-point scale corresponding to ‘Strongly Agree’ became a ‘10’ on the new post-2015
10-point scale (6 x 1.67 = 10.02, rounded to 10). This technique is based on that described by Kehoe et al (2017).

In regard to the changed list of questions, the 2014 surveys featured eight Likert scale statement questions,
namely:

1. This unit is well organised
2. I received helpful feedback on the assessment in this unit
3. Learning materials and resources for this unit meet my learning needs
4. I have learnt a lot in this unit
5. I am given opportunities to apply my learning in this unit
6. The assessment tasks in this unit assist my learning
7. I find this unit difficult compared with other units in my program
8. Overall, I am satisfied with this unit

All post-2015 student surveys, however, comprised three questions, namely:

1. Overall, I am satisfied with this unit
2. The unit is well organised
3. The assessment requirements were clear

Both surveys also included two open-ended questions, allowing students to point out the unit’s best aspects and
suggest improvements. To ensure all comparisons were made across meaningful criteria, the evaluation analysis
centred around three questions deemed comparable across both surveys:

1. Overall, I am satisfied with this unit
2. The unit is well organized
3. The assessment requirements were clear [3]

Deciphering student satisfaction

Table 1 presents student ratings for each Likert scale question statement as mean values, with unit ratings
compared to those for the faculty as a whole.

Table 1: Overview of the unit ratings by mean of student satisfaction 2014-2017

 

Student
feedback item

Teaching Intake (Unit/Faculty Mean)

 2014/
S1

2014/
S2

2015/
S1

2015/
S2

2016/
S1*

2016/
S2

2017/
S1

2017/
S2

Overall, I am
satisfied with

this
unit

5.8/8.1 6.7/8.2 6.7/7.7 4.10/7.7 6.6/7.8 5.9/7.8 6.3/7.9 5.7/7.8

The unit is
well organised

5.8/8.3 7.5/8.3 6.8/7.8 4.8/7.8 6.5/7.8 5.8/7.9 5.9/8 5.3/7.9

The assessment
requirements

were clear

6.8/8.2 6.9/8.3 7.4/7.7 6.5/7.7 6.3/7.8 6/7.9 N/A [4] N/A

n = Respondents
(Percentage
of cohort)

15/58
(26%)

9/47 
(19%)

23/46
(60%)

10/23
(43%)

48/67
(72%)

18/33
(54%)

21/42
(50%)

13/33
(39%)

*New group work structure is introduced
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Presented below (Tables 2-4) are visualisations of these longitudinal student rankings.

Table 2: Longitudinal visualisation of student rankings for ‘Overall, I am satisfied with this unit’ question

 

Table 3: Longitudinal visualisation of student rankings for ‘This unit is well organised’ question

 

Table 4: Longitudinal visualisation of student rankings for ‘The assessment requirements were clear’
question

 

The above data sets (Tables 1-4) show an increase in student satisfaction corresponding to the semester when the
new group structure was introduced, however this subsequently returned to a similar level of student satisfaction
to that of previous years.

While quantitative student feedback sheds light on one aspect of student experience, arguably this evaluation
benefited most from the qualitative comments. What follows is the thematic analysis of the latter, corresponding
to the teaching periods before and after the group work structure was changed. Relevant comments pertaining to
group work were also extracted from student reflective journals and included in the narrative.

Before the change
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As a small but consistent segment of the student cohort pointed out, students appreciated the opportunity to
conceptualise and create a film as a group, with one student saying ‘the chance to bounce ideas off of other
students/work on script ideas together’ was of most value. Similarly, others said that the best aspects of the unit
were: ‘group discussions … [and] feedback from … peers’, working together on ‘build[ing a] script’, ‘discussing
ideas as a large group’, and the very process of ‘making … a short film with a passionate crew and a terrific
script’. It was ‘the creativity side of the subject’ that students appreciated the most, especially ‘being able to come
up with your own original script’ – and ‘even if you didn’t get to make your film, [you] still g[ot] advice and
feedback’. However, repeatedly students wished for more opportunities for peer collaboration, expressing a need
for ‘more time … spent improving scripts’ or even just to ‘find the right script and group to work with’.

However, various tensions and anxieties surrounding group work also emerged. There was a concern from some
students who felt that it was not fair that everyone received the same mark for group work. Some felt that those
who took on roles such as the director, for instance, may have ended up doing more work than others.

Others also spoke of a need for a ‘better regulation of groups’ and ‘better system for getting into groups and
choosing which films [to work on]’. Some students also took issue with the process of choosing films for
production and felt that a few of the best film ideas were forgotten. As a related observation, some comments
hinted at complex class dynamics, touching on the role of the lecturer’s gender in student evaluations, which is
discussed in multiple other studies (Kogan et al 2010; Lazos 2012). For example, one student pointed out how the
lecturer was ‘a little brutal’ with her feedback in whole class situations, encouraging students to vocalise what
could be improved in their peers’ work. While the task of giving (or receiving) feedback can indeed be
confronting, these are in fact essential skills in creative industries where feedback, critique and rejection are all
part of day-to-day experiences. Another student pointed out that ‘the lecturer is quite opinionated’, which is
something that could have been articulated as ‘authoritative’ or ‘strong/powerful’ in the case of a male colleague.
While gender and other ‘hidden’ factors were not a focus of this evaluation, comments such as the ones above
indicate that these factors added to the already complex classroom dynamics in this study and could be a focus of
future research.

After the change

Students’ feedback received in regard to the unit’s group work component served as a rationale behind changing
the way groups were formed and films were chosen for production. The overall goal was to make the entire
process more transparent and democratic by sharing the lecturer’s responsibility with the students. Pertaining to
the changed group structure, however, some students still felt that the process could be improved further, as one
commented, ‘there needs to be a better system in place for selecting ideas to go ahead.’

When the new group work structure was introduced, the average grades for the screenplay assessment increased
from 72.88 per cent in Semester 2 2014 to 80.44 per cent in Semester 1 2016. This improvement in student
grades is significant in showing the benefits of group work on screenplay writing for this unit; it is unlikely that
this improvement in grades could be attributed to sources other than the addition of group work, as there was no
change of unit instructor nor any other significant changes to course design. However, among the limitations of
this study it is acknowledged that there is a multitude of other nuanced factors that might also influence student
experience.

Further, based on qualitative comments collected from student surveys in semesters following the
implementation, students identified significantly fewer issues with the group work process. Instead, whatever
negative comments students had primarily focused on the reflective journal assessment and other unrelated
aspects of student experience. Several points students raised pertaining to the group work component, however,
indicated there were further concerns to assuage. Some felt that it would be better if all students got the chance to
write and develop their own scripts. Several students felt that the scriptwriting process was not collaborative as
they observed that one particular group member did the majority of the writing. Others felt that the pitching
process was a popularity contest with teams consisting mostly of people who already knew each other. This, they
felt, made it more difficult for people who had deferred or for those who, for various reasons, did not know their
classmates.

Regarding the latter, the pitching and voting process had the students divided. There were those who enjoyed the
democratic aspect of the process and felt that it was great to pitch ideas, choose the best ones to produce, form
teams and produce their chosen projects. Many also liked having both the capacity to have their own ideas
produced but also enjoyed learning to work with other people’s ideas. Others, however, disagreed. These students
expressed that the system of voting for the best films was confusing and uncomfortable, and felt exposed about
being put on the spot and required to pick favourites.

As a consequence of these negative comments, the unit’s delivery has since been altered so that students and the
lecturer confidentially vote for which projects will be produced during the semester.

The majority of students, however, felt that they have had ownership of the film project as they all contributed to
its screenplay genesis and growth. Relevant comments came from students’ reflective journals. A
cinematographer commented that being so closely involved with the film from its inception and throughout the
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screenwriting and production process allowed the student to get to know the story and its characters. This later
allowed the cinematographer to engage with the story-telling process through the camera once on set. A sound
designer commented that the scriptwriting and directing unit was the best unit experienced in the course as it
taught the student how to get the most out of his/her stories and writing, as well as getting the most out of his/her
actors and production.

Still, judging from the polarised nature of student views expressed, this unit continues to be both a challenging
and positive experience for students. Considered separately from other issues raised by students, the unit’s group
work structure seemed to work well for many students, but arguably not for all. Students’ experience of group
work was very much tied to the dynamics of their individual groups and whether students felt that their team
contributed equally.

While some appreciated the ability to produce their own film, others found the process of pitching individually
and then writing and producing as a group a challenge. This process, however, emulates industry practice –
successful filmmakers must learn resilience. Wentworth screenwriter,Sarah Walker, argues, ‘You have to be
resilient and have your ideas knocked down… If you’ve got an ego that’s fragile, forget it’ (Awad 2018).

Discussion

The new group-devised screenwriting curriculum has now run for several semesters. When the redesigned
screenwriting group work was first introduced, student satisfaction ratings rose considerably (when over seventy
per cent of students participated in the survey) but are now returning to the way they were before the change was
implemented. However, student satisfaction quantified via survey metrics presents just one way to gauge student
experience of a unit. Hence, perhaps more useful insights come from the changes the lecturer observed in the
quality of student screenplays and engagement in the classroom. The group-devised screenplays benefitted from
the addition of students in the team to act as script editors. This enabled team members to identify and creatively
solve issues of concern within the group’s screenplay relating to concepts discussed in the unit’s screenwriting
lectures and workshops. Team members were able to identify and solve their script problems such as undeveloped
characters, narrative structural issues and ineffective dialogue. In addition, having students create their script as a
group led to a higher level of engagement as such a collaborative process enabled the production team to have a
greater interest in all stages of the project and, in particular, understand the connection between the story and their
individual roles. The group-devised screenplay process also has provoked fewer complaints in relation to
individual students avoiding responsibility.

Aligned with Hodge’s (2009: 23) argument that ‘collaboration thrives when the creative ‘leadership’ is granted to
whoever in the moment has the best idea or solution … rather than who is in the most powerful role’, the new
process of writing the film as a group ensured the whole team could provide input into the creation of a
screenplay. For instance, when a student working as the director of photography became involved in the early
stages of the script development process, they quickly developed a deeper understanding of the film’s story and
its characters that then impacted on how they were able to engage with the storytelling process through the
camera.

Further, stepping away from the auteur-centred style of group work in favour of recognising the complexity of
creative authorship allowed students to ‘focus on doing the work, rather than taking the credit’ (Sabal 2009: 8).
Such student collaboration on the short film screenplay from an early stage enabled each member of the
production team to accept that their role was one of many and that all were integral to the production, with each
possessing a valid and important creative voice.

Despite the new curriculum, there have still been a couple of instances of conflict among teams. In each case, this
was a result of one student placing themselves as ‘auteur’ and a team’s default leader, making some other team
members feel marginalised. Lecturers were able to help resolve such disagreements by reminding the production
group that all team members are also executive producers, meaning they all equally contribute to the film’s
budget and should therefore be empowered to make creative decisions.

Various challenges and pressures students wrote about in their evaluation surveys are a normal, unavoidable part
of real-life experiences in the writers’ room and during the filmmaking process. For instance, it is not feasible
that all students will be able to have their script ideas developed into a film or that all will be able to work as a
director. Therefore, exposing students to these realities early should, in theory, prepare them for the real world
they are eventually to enter. Yet, classrooms are also not the real world and students’ expectations clashing with
realities do affect student evaluations, with real-world repercussions for lecturers.

Overall, however, by having students create their script as a group, there has been an increase in academic
performance for this aspect of the unit, combined with a higher level of engagement, as evidenced by lecturer’s
observations and student reflective journals. Further, films produced via group-devised screenplays have already
led to several local and international film awards and selection for screenings at prestigious film festivals – an
extraordinary achievement for second-year films. Lecturers within the university’s Film and Television
Department have commented that the most recently produced second-year films have been of a particularly high
calibre with at least four films deemed worthy of film festival entry. Lecturers also commented that the revised
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unit integrates well into the Bachelor of Film and Television and lays the groundwork for an outstanding third-
year project that students will be tasked with accomplishing the following year.

 

Conclusions

Group-devised film projects in university classrooms may lead to a lack of commitment, inequitable load sharing,
and conflict among students. However, by initiating a group- devised screenplay process early on, students can
have a greater level of project satisfaction and engagement. By avoiding a situation where any one student would
act as ‘auteur’ and group leader, and instead having all students participate in the screenwriting process and hold
the role of executive producer, students can have a deeper understanding of the storytelling process, which can
then be applied to their specific production role. As a result, rather than feeling powerless and marginalised,
students involved in a group-devised screenplay instead could all have a valid and equal voice in the project. This
can boost students’ confidence within their individual creative role and in regard to their share in the project as a
whole.

The power of brainstorming a specific issue within a story in a team setting cannot be underestimated, as Phalen
and Osellame argue, ‘collaboration contributes to the creative process by facilitating an exchange of ideas that
helps writers improve their individual script’ (2012: 8).

Collaborating on a script as a production team brings together members with different skillsets and sensibilities,
which can in turn help a script and project to grow organically: ‘Writers can develop new skills by working with
colleagues who have different talents and unique perspectives’ (Phalen & Osellame, 2012: 11).

Echoing industry script development processes, the script’s structural, dialogue and character issues can also be
investigated by the student film team and a solution achieved using the proficiency of the entire, often diverse,
group and, as a consequence, scripts can be made more concise and powerful.

While this study is contextualised in the field of screenwriting and filmmaking, its findings pertaining to student
group work dynamics and using student evaluations to improve teaching can be transported to other disciplines
and contexts. After all, group work in university settings aspires to imitate real-life situations and therefore it
becomes crucial to prepare students for the tensions and complex dynamics of the professional workplace by
exposing them to robust group work early on and having them learn to solve conflicts as a team. Personal skills
developed through HE group work, such as collaboration, problem-solving and negotiation, may later be applied
to other real-world industry settings. Students who learn to problem-solve alongside their peers holding diverse
views will be better positioned for success in local and international industry contexts.
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Notes

[1] Based on data reported by Department of Education and Training, enrolments in Creative Arts degrees across all Australian
universities increased from 35,275 in 2011 to over 40,000 in 2016; https://www.education.gov.au/higher-education-statistics. return to
text

[2] The Australian Tertiary Admission Rank (ATAR) is a rank between 0.00 and 99.95 used by tertiary institutions to compare the
overall achievement of students who have completed different combinations of studies for entry into specific courses. The Bachelor of
Film and Television degree has the highest ATAR entry score requirement at the university where this study took place. return to text

[3] This question corresponds to Q6 of the old scale (‘The assessment tasks in this unit assist my learning’). return to text

[4] In the Semester 1 2017 survey this question was replaced with ‘My teacher(s) used Blackboard to effectively support my learning’,
referring to the institutional Learning Management System. return to text
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