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Writing with Visual Images: Examining the Video Composition  
Processes of High School Students

This teacher-researcher study explored the manner in which students created video compositions 

in a secondary English language arts media studies program. A review of research literature 

indicates fundamental differences between print and video compositions, which include modal-

ity of representation, task setting, and curricular role. Another difference is in the description of 

models of composition in studies of both print and video. Although print research details stage 

and recursive aspects, studies of video used models and/or terminology that were expressed in 

linear and stage terms. This yearlong, classroom-based study examined the video composition 

processes of three case study groups (n=3, n=3, n=4) within the context of both their classroom 

(n=19) and the entire Communications program (n=82). This study used methodology from 

studies of print composition (think aloud and retrospective think aloud protocols) in order to 

more fully explore the processes students used to compose their videos. The study found that video 

composition is a complex, recursive process that allows for sequential multimodal representation 

of thoughts and ideas. Four areas are addressed: video allows for the expansion of compositional 

choices, demonstrates the verisimilitude of students’ initial concept to videotaped image, high-

lights the visuality in students’ re-presentations of ideas, and provides research methodological 

considerations. A model was developed to describe the recursive stage and phase aspects of the 

students’ video compositions.

Introduction
During the 11 years I was a high school English teacher (1991-2002), I also taught 
two English Language Arts electives, Communications I and Communications 
II. These were popular elective courses and drew students with a wide range of 
abilities. As I also taught regular English courses, I saw a number of students in 
both venues. From this dual vantage point, I observed that students approached 
their video projects differently than they approached their print assignments. I 
expected my low-achieving writers not to like print, but I was surprised to hear a 
top student—an excellent writer—say, “I hate writing.” I found that this was not 
an isolated incident. 
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Regardless of their English level (basic, college prep, or Advanced Placement) 
or grades, I witnessed nearly all of my Communications students showing tremen-
dous enthusiasm for the video projects, creating rich and thoughtful productions. 
I saw them pore over scenes and sequences for hours, crafting the visuals until they 
were satisfied with the results. Students worked on videos before school, during 
free periods, and after school. Conversely, it was a rare student who demonstrated 
the same care toward a print composition. What was happening with composing 
with video that so engaged students—boys and girls—from such a wide range of 
grade and academic ability level? 

This phenomenon was not peculiar to my classroom. In a review of studies 
involving students’ use of video, students demonstrated remarkable inclination 
for working with video (Bragg, 2002; Brass, 2008; Bruce, 2008b; Goodman, 2005; 
Kajder, 2006; Kenyon, 1996; Lobdell, 1997; Miller, 2008; Miller & Borowicz, 2005; 
Powers, 2007; Ranker, 2008; Reilly, 1998; Robin, 2008; Schoonmaker, 2007; Stafford, 
1995; Ware, 2006).  One possible explanation for the high student interest could be 
the settings in which video is taught—that it is the video classroom that makes the 
difference. Those studies, whether the research was conducted in school or in out-
of-school settings, reveal that the manner in which video composition was taught 
had multiple commonalities. Some of the those aspects involved students being 
able to use their out-of-school literacies expertise, having a choice in the topic and/
or format, and recognizing an audience outside of the classroom. Students most 
often worked in group contexts and had time to work on their projects, allowing 
experimentation with the equipment. The teacher’s role was that of a facilitator for 
the projects, rewarding both students’ process and product (Bragg, 2002; Bruce, 
2008b; Goodman, 2005; Kajder, 2006; Kenyon, 1996; Powers, 2007; Reilly, 1998).

However, students’ motivation for working with video cannot be attributed 
solely to pedagogy. In research where students have experienced success with their 
print compositions, all of the characteristics listed above have been found to be 
present in those writing classrooms as well (Atwell, 1987; Britton, 1982; Elbow, 
1995; Emig, 1977; Graves, 1994; Hawisher, 1989; Romano, 2000; Rose, 1989). 

Differences between print and video composition are profound. They in-
clude form of representation, task setting, and curricular role. One fundamental 
difference between video and print is the modality through which the depiction 
of meaning is conveyed, or, as Kress (2003) states, “The means of dealing with 
meaning are different” (p. 37). The printed word relies primarily upon symbolic 
representation to convey understanding (Danesi, 1994) with written texts using 
words, clauses, and texts as the building blocks around which various genres of 
writing are composed.

If the foundation of writing is word>clause>text, then the foundation of 
video is the frame>image>sequence (Bruce, 2008a; Messaris, 1994; Tyner, 1998). 
In the composing of images, visuals can be—either stand-alone or in combinations 

g426-450May09RTE.indd   427 4/16/09   11:43 AM



428      Research in the Teaching of English      	 Volume 43      May 2009

of—videography, digital photography of artifacts, and web-based images (Brass, 
2008; Miller, 2007; Ranker, 2008).

Although visuals comprise the primary form of video representation, audio 
and textual cues are crucial elements as well. Video composition relies on multiple 
modes which include “various aspects of audio (ambient sound, sound effects, 
voiceovers, music) text, graphics, audio, still images, moving images, special effects, 
and transitions” (Bruce, 2008a, p. 13) to create what Miller & Borowicz (2005) call 
a “supertool . . . as a means for developing and expressing understanding” (p. 96).

Another fundamental difference between video and print tends to be the 
task setting for assignments. While the importance of social contexts for writers 
in meaning making has been articulated (Flower, 1989), historically much of the 
research on print composition process deals with writers performing individual 
tasks rather than group compositions (Dyson & Warshauer-Freedman, 2003). 
Video, in contrast, tends to be taught nearly always in group contexts (Goodman, 
2003; Miller, 2007; Tyner, 1998).  

A final difference between print and video is the role each holds in English 
language arts (ELA) school curricula. Print literacy has long been the dominant 
form of expression in academic literacy (Brandt, 2001; King & O’Brien, 2005) 
with a heavy emphasis on analysis (Scholes, 1998) and writing for standardized 
assessments (Hillocks, 2002; Hillocks, 2006). Video, historically, has not been 
viewed as a viable form of school literacy due to a number of pragmatic obstacles: 
personnel, training, access to equipment, classroom time, and cost (Grahame, 
1991; Hobbs, 1998; Lewis & Jhally, 1998; Stafford, 1995). Thus, studies exploring 
how students composed with video have tended to be conducted in out-of-school 
settings (Goodman, 2003).

Nevertheless, over the past decade, composing with video has been gaining 
inclusion in the ELA classroom (Beach, 2007; Hobbs, 2007; Kajder, 2006; Miller, 
2007; Miller & Borowicz, 2005; Tyner, 1998). This is an important development as 
educators seek to address the growing disconnection between academic literacies 
and the literacies students practice outside of schools (Alvermann, 2005; Hull & 
Schultz, 2002). The above differences could possibly explain why students show 
high motivation toward working with video. While there are differences between 
print and video regarding both modality and role in academic settings, the practices 
by which students compose with print and video need to be considered.

There are several helpful meta-definitions broad enough to encompass a 
number of forms of composition. These include the New London Group’s (1996) 
concept of design, Kress & Jewitt’s (2003) theory of multimodal representation, 
and Smagorinsky’s (2002) comprehensive composing characteristics. The role of 
such meta-definitions encompasses a broad spectrum of composition modes and 
describes their common processes. Although composing with both print and video 
can be broadly described, a closer examination of those finite processes specific to 
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each form is needed to detail the discrete aspects inherent to each compositional 
modality. 

Print composition research has clearly documented that writing is not a lin-
ear process. Rather, it is a complex, recursive act that involves multiple points of 
decision making and that the writer will assume different roles during the writing 
process (Emig, 1971; Graves, 1975; Hayes & Flower, 1980; Perl, 1979; Sommers, 
1980). Flower and Hayes (1981) detailed the Cognitive Process Model of Writing 
that accounted for the different stages in which a writer works while also allow-
ing for the iterative aspects of the composing process. They found that writing 
involved the application of students’ prior experiences within a particular task 
environment to plan, translate, and review the text. Each of these stages had fur-
ther sub-processes and all stages were recursive. The model was constructed in a 
manner that described every process students used in writing but also allowed for 
individual differences in writing as well.

The articulation of the model’s stages was not intended to be prescriptive but 
rather descriptive. Dyson & Warshauer-Freedman (2003) said the goal of such 
research is to “offer a vocabulary for talking about the nature of writing—plan-
ning, revising, editing—and insight into how these processes work for particular 
writers in particular situations” (p. 974). The “vocabulary” that process studies have 
provided for researching how writers compose involves both stage (prewriting, 
drafting, editing, context, etc.) and phase (recursive, interactive). Hillocks (1986) 
noted that “those stages are not discrete, that they are frequently interrupted by 
other processes” (p. 28).

In examining models of how video is produced, descriptions are not as defined 
as they are with print. Existing examples of how students produce video have come 
from literature on video production, traditionally housed in the field of communi-
cation studies. An overview of TV production textbooks and handbooks presents 
various models of creating video as a linear process. The stages of producing a 
video tend to be described as following the sequential order of pre-production, 
production, and post-production (Bernard, 2004; Diefenbach, 2008; Kenny, 2004; 
Ohio, 2002; Utz, 2006; Zettl, 2006). Several variations of those models also account 
for audience, purpose, and format. 

In a similar manner to those examples found in video production textbooks, 
studies of students composing with video are also described in terms of distinct 
stages. Table 1 lists studies of composing with video and the categories researchers 
used to describe the stages of production.

In looking at the commonalities of the process categories with video, it is clear 
that there is a stage element in the composition process. It is worth noting that these 
stages tend to be described using a priori categories from written composition. 
However, unlike print composition models, there is little description to account 
for recursive processes or to explain the interaction of those stages during decision 
points in producing a video. 
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This is not to say that researchers are not finding iterative aspects during 
production. For example, while Goodman (2003) describes the video process in 
discrete stages, he said “there is a nonlinear aspect to the tale, consisting of the 
learning process that constantly interrupts the description of how the students 
created their video” (p. 65). Other researchers have noted that students’ compos-
ing with video is not a fixed linear sequence. Some studies (Kajder, 2006; Robin, 
2008; Ware, 2006) have observed the interaction between students’ print and video 
processes during the composition of their projects, with Ranker (2008) seeing a 
“dialogic relationship” (p. 421) between video and print as the students worked 
between modalities in composing their production. These observations, however, 
do not fully describe those interactions.

There is clearly a need to document, as with the models in print composition, 
not only the larger sequences of how students compose but also how those stages 
interact as well. The purpose of this study is to address the stage and phase aspects 
that seem to be articulated with video composition research, to present a complex 
description of the processes by which students composed their videos. The guiding 
research questions for this project were: 

	 1.	 What are the specific processes by which students in the study composed 
video? 

	 2.	 How can their processes be described in a model of video composition?

Methodology
Setting and Assignments 
The setting for this yearlong study was a high school media literacy program, 
which I designed and taught for 11 years. Located in an affluent suburb of a large 

Table 1: Stage Descriptions of Video Production

Video Study	 Description of Process/Stages

Kenyon (1996)	 16 linear steps categorized into prewriting, drafting, revision, and publication

Lobdell (1997)	 pre-writing (pre-production), drafting (camera work), and revision (post 
production work)

Reilly (1998)	 pre-production (preparation, review, and editing of the idea and script), 
production (shooting the video), and post-production (editing, special 
effects, sound work and credits)

Goodman (2003)	 preproduction, production, postproduction, and public screenings

Kajder (2006)	 prewriting, artifact search, story boarding, story circle, and revising a script

Robin (2008)	 1) Define, collect, and decide, 2) Select, import, begin to create, 3) Write, 
record, modify, finalize, and 4) Demonstrate, evaluate, replicate

Brass (2008)	 Brainstorming, drafting, editing
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mid-western city, the high school media literacy classes (Communications I and 
Communications II) were sequential, yearlong electives within the English depart-
ment in which students in grades 10–12 could participate. The Communications 
II students were required to complete two curricular assignments—a music video 
and a mini-documentary. For both requirements, they were free to choose their 
own songs and topics. 

The class’s first assignment was to make a music video. Once students chose 
their song, they conceptualized their video through various brainstorming activi-
ties and videotaped original footage to correspond to the music. All of the class 
projects required more than one videotaping session to gather all the necessary 
footage. After video footage was captured, the students were assigned a non-linear 
computer editor on which to download and store their data, and subsequently 
alter that footage much as a word processor would allow text to be stored and 
manipulated. Normally, this project was completed in a nine-week grading session, 
but due to some extenuating equipment issues all students ended up working on 
this project for 12 weeks.

Research Design and Data Sources
This was a teacher researcher study that used ethnographic methods (Gallas, 
1994, 1998, 2003), which Cochran-Smith & Lytle (1993) defined as “systematic, 
intentional inquiry by teachers about their own school and classroom work” (pp. 
23-24). I wanted to examine the specific video composition processes of three 
different production groups during the process of their video projects, while also 
drawing on all the Communications classes as the broader context for understand-
ing the groups. 

In this section, I describe the various data sources I collected and analyzed. 
I gathered data through a survey, a teacher research journal, think aloud and 
retrospective protocols, student interviews, and videotapes of classroom events. 

Survey
I administered a program-wide survey to all 82 students in the Communications I 
and II classes. The survey established a baseline of student attitudes and knowledge 
toward both written and video composition. The program-wide surveys contained 
two sections, a Likert survey and a short answer questionnaire. Data from both 
parts of the survey were coded and tallied by question. This allowed individual, 
group, and program-wide analysis of student responses. This was especially helpful 
in examining the students’ professed knowledge and inclination toward working 
with video and print.

I selected one of the two Communications II classes, a second-year produc-
tion class, due to the students’ introductory working knowledge of the camera 
equipment and editing processes. Research dealing with students’ learning a new 
technology indicated that initial users tended to be overly concerned with the 

g426-450May09RTE.indd   431 4/16/09   11:43 AM



432      Research in the Teaching of English      	 Volume 43      May 2009

actual steps and protocol of how to use the equipment, as well as experiencing a 
high level of frustration in the trial and error approach to learning the equipment 
(Holzwarth and Maurer, 2001; Kenyon, 1996; Vacc, 1986; Wolfe, Bolton, Feltovich & 
Bangert, 1996). I did not want the focus of the research to detail students learning 
how to use video production equipment. Rather, I was more interested in explor-
ing how students went about their video composition tasks once they had gained 
a working knowledge of the equipment.

In the representative Communications II class there were 19 students (n=12 
males; n=7 females). As indicated by research on gender and group processes 
(Lockheed, 1985; Maccoby, 1990; Strough, Berg, & Meegan, 2001) the students self-
selected into same sex production groups and therefore there was no cross-gender 
dynamic in any of the group processes. The class divided into six production teams. 

Teacher Research Journal
I detailed the daily happenings of each of the six production groups in a research 
journal. Each day I summarized the progress and work of every group. I also 
recorded anecdotes of student successes, frustrations, setbacks, and puzzling 
events. In addition, I often recorded interesting events and happenings in my 
other production classes. 

Student Protocols
Following Hayes and Flower’s (1980) Cognitive Process Model research design, 
which used concurrent protocol and retrospective protocol analysis, all produc-
tion groups in the Communications II class conducted audiotaped think-aloud 
protocols while they were videotaping the raw footage for their video production. 
Students were instructed to describe what they were videotaping and what they 
were trying to accomplish with that particular shot. For the six groups, there were 
16 concurrent taping sessions.

After students initially viewed their raw footage as a group, they conducted 
a retrospective protocol (n=19 sessions). This data source allowed the audiotape 
recorders to capture students’ reactions to their footage, anecdotes of what hap-
pened during the filming, and their evaluation of the footage. All protocols were 
transcribed and analyzed.

Student Interviews
For 14 of the 19 students in the class, post-project interviews were conducted for 
each of the two major projects they completed. They were asked questions regard-
ing their groups’ processes, connections they made between video and writing, 
and what they learned during the production process. Each of those interviews 
was transcribed and analyzed. 

Videotapes
I selected three production groups to document their work with video. As all the 
groups were same-sex, I selected one girls’ and one boys’ group. I also selected a 
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third group of boys because they appeared to be the least inclined out of all of 
the groups in the class to do the projects. I videotaped these production groups 
during the production process of their music videos and documentaries. Since 
much of student project planning occurred during their brainstorming sessions 
(song/topic selection, potential visuals, initial storyboards, etc.) each session of 
each group’s brainstorming sessions was videotaped. Editing sessions in which 
the students made substantive changes to their video (such as adding additional 
footage or finely honing a particular scene) were also videotaped. Each tape was 
viewed numerous times and logged with time codes and descriptions of what 
students were doing and what they said.

Findings
In describing the three case study groups, I address the first guiding research ques-
tion: what are the specific processes by which students compose video? Following a 
brief overview of each group’s music video project, I describe their specific video 
composition processes. Table 2 provides demographic overviews of the groups 
and students.

Group One: Kyle, Bill, and Hal
Kyle, Bill, and Hal chose to make a video about a gorilla that had escaped from 
captivity, creating havoc in the community while being chased by his owners. 
Their song, “Get on Top” by the Red Hot Chili Peppers was 3 minutes and 18 
seconds long. Early in their brainstorming, Bill noticed, “The lyrics to the song 
have nothing to do with what our video is about.” They were the only group to 

Group Member	 School Year-Age	 English Grade	 GPA Range
		  (previous year)

Group One			

	 Kyle	 Junior-16	 C	 2.7-3.0

	 Bill	 Junior-16	 B	 2.7-3.0

	 Hal	 Junior-16	 A	 3.6-4.0

Group Two			 

	 Katie	 Senior-17	 A	 3.6-4.0

	 Rachel	 Senior-17	 A	 3.6-4.0

	 Sarah	 Senior-17	 B	 2.7-3.0

Group Three			 

	 Craig 	 Senior-18	 C	 2.0-2.6

	 Tom	 Senior-17	 C	 2.7-3.0

	 Michael 	 Junior-16	 C	 2.0-2.6

	 Eddie 	 Senior-18	 B	 2.0-2.6

Table 2: Group Demographics
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not use lyrics as a framing device. Their main form of conceptualizing what their 
video would look like involved suggesting vignettes of what the gorilla would do: 
going into a convenience mart, a bookstore, grocery store, getting into a fight, etc. 
As the group brainstormed, they named visual shots they would use from their 
knowledge of popular culture and charted their ideas on storyboards and six 
notebook pages containing over 90 separate shots they would need to videotape. 
Midway through their project they conceptualized a new sequence involving the 
gorilla on a skateboard.

They videotaped their footage in seven sessions and captured all of their 
sequences from multiple angles and perspectives. All videotaping was completed 
outside the school day, on location in various parts of the community. Problems 
arose when they taped over existing footage not once, but twice. In doing so, they 
lost irreplaceable video. This led to a high amount of frustration among the group 
and caused them to alter several parts of their video from their original plan. 

Kyle took the lead on editing with Hal and Bill providing some editing help. 
They edited much of the video during class (23 days) but also worked on the project 
during lunch and free periods, as well as a few occasions editing after school. As 
the group edited, they realized that their concept and footage would not be able 
to fit the short length of their song. They brainstormed about other music videos 
they had seen—for example, Thriller—that contained a narrative sequence oc-
curring prior to the song. They set up their pretext of the gorilla escaping from 
captivity and began the music with the start of the chase sequence. Near the end 
of the project, their hard drive crashed and they had to reload all their footage 
and start from scratch. 

Group Two: Katie, Rachel, and Sarah
Katie, Rachel, and Sarah decided to make a music video about a relationship and 
chose the song “Everything” by Lifehouse. At 6 minutes and 15 seconds in length, 
theirs was the longest music video of all the groups. Their guiding concept was to 
show how one couple, from childhood through high school graduation, had been 
companions as they grew up together. The girls listened to the song multiple times 
to note musical and lyrical cues, and list images, metaphors, and activities that the 
song brought to mind. They decided to show the couple at four different ages and 
needed 4 sets of girls/boys to act in their video. Since they were using different 
actors, they discussed strategies for making it clear to the audience that each pair 
represented the same couple. As they created their storyboard, they marked out the 
timing of the song to match the images they wished to correspond with the music. 

All three girls shared in the videotaping responsibilities with Rachel doing 
much of the videography. They captured most of their footage of their six video-
taping sessions outside of school locations, during afternoons and a few weekends. 
On one occasion, they abandoned their original plan when they realized the place 
where they were videotaping offered alternatives they had not thought of. They 
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experienced several technical problems, such as when they forgot to bring a blank 
tape, which disrupted their schedule with the different actors. Twice, they video-
taped with poor lighting and the footage was ruined. 

Katie and Rachel shared the bulk of the editing. In addition to the 29 class days 
they spent editing, they also worked on their project during lunch and free periods. 
On several occasions, they edited in the studio after school and on the weekends. 
As with their videotaping, they edited their video out of sequence, and began by 
editing the scene they would end up using as the climax of their video. Early in 
their editing, their computer drive crashed and they had to reload and reedit. By 
using special effects such as making one scene black and white, they were able to 
salvage one of their poorly lit scenes. 

Group Three: Craig, Tom, Michael, and Eddie
Craig, Tom, Michael, and Eddie spent a week listening to various songs (mostly 
rap) before selecting “I Miss My Homies,” by Master P. Tom called the 5 minute, 16 
second tune a “long-ass song.” In it, the rapper recalls the loss of his friends who 
have died or gone to jail. The boys listened to the song multiple times, listing ideas 
they had about their video. Using musical and lyrical cues, they often checked their 
ideas against the song. They created three pages of storyboards and a detailed list 
(36 separate shots) that would guide their process. Tom said, “I hope when we film 
this it doesn’t look homemade,” expressing the group’s concern about wanting to 
make a professional looking video. 

Eddie, Michael, and Tom shared videotaping responsibilities but experienced 
difficulties finding common times for shooting. All of their eight videotaping ses-
sions occurred outside of school, mostly during afternoons and a few weekends. 
On one occasion, the camera batteries died and they were unable to complete their 
shooting. They could not use another scene they had shot because the night-vision 
function of the camera settings had been inadvertently activated. As a result, all 
the footage they had taken during that shoot was a deep green color. Of the three 
groups, they experimented the least with multiple shots of the same sequences, 
although as the project progressed they attempted to vary their camera work more.

Craig took the lead role in editing. Eddie helped at times and the other two 
took a lesser editing role. While they edited the majority of the video during 24 
class sessions, they worked individually or in small groups during lunch or other 
free periods. They experienced frustration a few times during editing because they 
needed additional footage of similar scenes. Because they had fewer takes from 
which to choose, they had to repeat and/or add special effects to scenes they had 
already used. The individuals in this group had a high absentee rate and some days 
the group accomplished little. 

Table 3 lists the common processes of the three case study groups during each 
stage of their video production.
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Table 3: Case Study Groups’ Common Video Composition Processes

               Brainstorming	                   Videotaping	                       Editing

Listened to song multiple 
times

Developed guiding theme/
thesis of video

Created lists, ideas, sequences, 
images 

Envisioned footage in terms 
of video grammar

Thought of images and  
sequences of images in 
context

Imitated visuals from popular 
culture

Created a video shooting/ 
taping template (storyboard 
and/or shot list)

Demonstrated awareness of 
audience considerations

Envisioned shape/form/look 
of final video

Considered logistics (actors, 
locale, schedules, videotaping, 
special effects)

Considered song text (lyrics 
and/or music) for cues/ 
parameters

Shot footage outside of 
school time/locale

Shot footage out of linear 
sequence of final version

Shot takes of same scene 
from multiple perspectives

Shot images/sequences with 
final version in mind

Experimented with camera 
techniques

Engaged in peer-teaching

Adapted original plan as 
needed

Experienced problems with 
equipment (lost footage, 
batteries, lighting)

Told stories about the  
footage (during playback)

Evaluated quality of footage

Planned for project (future 
footage and/or guiding 
plans)

Engaged with footage and 
peers during initial playback

Used brainstorming notes as 
a framework

Edited out of the linear 
sequence of the project

Evaluated/selected available 
footage to edit

Selected order/sequence of 
images

Trimmed/edited the footage 
to desired length

Experimented with special  
effects to create intended 
effect

Viewed scene/sequence  
multiple times while editing

Made evaluative comments 
about footage/edits

Viewed new work in context 
of entire work in progress for 
continuity and coherence

Encountered equipment 
problems

Demonstrated awareness of 
audience

Used song (music and lyrics) 
as a cue for visuals

Engaged in peer-teaching 

Brainstormed new ideas/ 
images for video

Selected transitions
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In examining the commonalities of the three different groups, two similarities 
at each of these stages are noteworthy. The first is the recursive process by which all 
three groups composed their videos. Although there were definitive stage aspects to 
their composing (brainstorming, videotaping, editing), these were not approached 
in a linear fashion. None of the three groups sequentially videotaped or edited the 
footage as it appeared in the final version. Moreover, each group overlapped their 
videotaping and their editing, beginning to edit before their footage was completely 
finished. This was the case not only with the case study groups, but also with all of 
the projects done by my classes. Not one of the projects—over 200 productions in 
the four Communications I and II classes over the year—started at the beginning 
and completed their videotaping and editing in a linear fashion. 

The second key overlap across groups was that each video text was not per-
ceived as a fixed sequence. Students envisioned edited sequences during brain-
storming and conceptualized additional material while they edited. All groups 
made alterations to their original plans due to shooting logistics (weather and 
locale related, inability to reproduce original ideas, etc.) or due to new ideas that 
arose as their projects progressed.

A Model of the Video Composition Process
These overlaps suggest the response to my second guiding research question: 
how can those processes be described in a model of video composition? There were a 
number of other parallels among the groups, so many that I needed to develop a 
model that would account for the related processes I saw emerging from the data. 
By doing so, I was able to not only name what students were doing, but also to 
codify their actions and time spent doing them. My review of the related research 
described video in terms of large, sequential steps based on a priori categories from 
writing processes. Since some aspects of composing with video are process-related, 
the existing video production models are correct in identifying stages students go 
through in creating their productions. However, while segments of the students’ 
video composition processes could be described in terms of brainstorming, vid-
eotaping, and editing, much more was happening. As previous research (Good-
man, 2003; Kajder, 2006; Ranker, 2008; Robin, 2008; Ware, 2006) has noted some 
interactivity across stages, I also observed that these processes, though distinct, 
were not fixed. Instead, the stages were fluid and iterative. 

From the lists of themes and processes identified in my data analysis, I drafted 
various models describing how students were composing with video. This model 
was developed much in the same way I saw my students working with video, namely 
in a recursive manner. As a means of developing it, I worked iteratively with the 
themes from the student data, the basic structure of the existing video production 
models (pre-, during, and post-production), as well as the Hayes & Flower (1980) 
Cognitive Process Model for writing. 
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The process of developing this model became dialogic. I worked with themes 
from the data in order to build a conceptual framework for the students’ compo-
sition processes. Then I applied a working version of the model to examine the 
students’ projects, which in turn provided feedback for refining the model. With 
each version, I was able to better explain the themes of the case study groups that 
my analysis identified. Figure 1 describes the students’ work in this study that was 
produced from this analysis. 

Figure 1: Video Composition Process Model

Through quantitative and qualitative data measures, this model describes 
the processes by which my students composed with video. In my final analysis of 
each of the groups’ videotapes, I used the model to name what the students were 
doing. In terms of quantifying their actions, I used the videotape time codes to 
account for time they spent on each named process. In Figure 1, the Video Text 
is represented as a line with Visual Conceptualization framing one end and with 
Video Production framing the other. These were distinct phases of composing 
with video, indicating initial conceptions to final product. However, these were 
not necessarily fixed starting and ending points. The Video Text was not a timeline, 
but a mutable event that occurred over time, a continuum of the work in process. 

Students tended to begin with Visual Conceptualization, where they envisioned 
what their video might look like. As they began the physical work of creating the 
video, students moved to Visual Production, which included their camerawork and 
editing. Both of these elements were balanced on a fulcrum, Evaluation, where the 
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students considered both what they wanted to say, Project Vision, as well as how 
they would go about doing their work, Logistics. 

Visual Conceptualization referred to mentally composing and/or imagining 
visual images and visual sequences.  Such conceptualization occurred across the 
video process, from brainstorming prior to shooting, to shooting, editing, and 
evaluating.  This process entailed drawing on prior knowledge of visual images 
such as those in advertisements, television shows, music videos, and films, as well 
as from real-life or printed text, including both mimicking the same visuals as well 
as making up new ones. Visual conceptualization involved the “video grammar” of 
camera shots, i.e., establishing shots, reaction shots, and perspective shots (Beglei-
ter, 2001), as well as prior knowledge of narrative and of visual media in general.

Visual Production was the process of videotaping and editing the footage. 
Videotaping entailed the set-up of equipment, practicing with the camera features 
and movements, as well as capturing the footage from multiple perspectives and 
angles. Visual production also included the various aspects of editing: selecting 
from the available footage, arranging the shots into a coherent sequence, altering 
the footage by trimming extraneous images and through the use of special effects, 
and providing cohesion between the individual clips through using transitions. 

Evaluation referred to the interaction of the project vision students wanted 
to articulate through their video and the logistics of how to realize their vision. 
The project vision comprised the aesthetic qualities of the video. Audience con-
siderations—their own, their perceived, and their actual audiences—were taken 
into account as they composed their video. In addition, the project vision en-
tailed the guiding thesis they wished to convey through their production, as well 
as consideration of authoritative sources, including constraints of the texts and 
the teacher’s guidance. Logistics referred to the students’ figuring out how to use 
the equipment for desired effect, dealing with equipment issues surrounding the 
often-problematic nature of using video technology. Students also had to adapt/
improvise their plans to unexpected production situations. 

Each of the three sections of the model—Visual Conceptualization, Visual 
Production, and Evaluation—describes a recursive process, not only among their 
own sub-components, but also in the interaction with the other sections as well. 

In the following section, I provide examples from the data for each of the 
three main stages of the Video Composition Model. For each of the stages, I use 
one of the groups to illustrate their composing processes. The specific aspects of 
the model students used are italicized. 

Visual Conceptualization 
Table 4 provides an example of how Group Three (Craig, Tom, Michael, and Ed-
die) engaged in processes of visual conceptualization during the early stages of 
making their video. 
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This segment of their planning, which lasted approximately three minutes, was 
typical of sessions in which they brainstormed ideas for the video. The group 
tended to work by proposing an image/sequence, considering how they might go 
about videotaping those images (logistics, how to), comparing their ideas to the 
song’s lyrics (authoritative source-text), and making sure their visuals were in synch 
with their project vision. 

The other groups also listened to their song multiple times, and made com-
ments and notes as they envisioned their video. Each group, however, took differ-
ent approaches to their brainstorming. For example, Group One (Kyle, Bill, and 
Hal) developed many of their ideas by proposing scenarios and vignettes while 
Group Two (Katie, Rachel, and Sarah) physically enacted the visuals of some of 
their sequences. While each group used different methods of brainstorming, all 
of them operated recursively between ideas they wanted to videotape (Visual 
Conceptualization) and how they would go about it (Evaluation). 

It is important to note how clearly defined each group’s video became as they 
conceptualized it. While there were often significant changes to the original idea 
throughout the process, the final video bore a tremendous likeness to what they 

Time Code	 Student(s)	 Student Comment	 Video Composition Process
	 Involved	

10:15–10:36	 Eddie	 “One main story or several?”	 Evaluation: Thesis
	 Craig	

10:37–10:42	 Tom	 “Song says few friends, not	 Evaluation: Project Vision/ 
		  a whole group” 	 Authoritative Source-text

10:43–11:21	 All	 Lists: vice car, arrests, going	 Visual Conceptualization: 
		  to jail 	 Images/Sequences

11:22–11:30	 Eddie	 “Whole bunch or a few 	 Evaluation: Project Vision/ 
		  people?”	 Thesis

11:31–12:04	 Craig	 “Song says ‘best friends’”	 Evaluation: Project Vision/ 
			   Authoritative Source-text

12:05–12:32	 All	 “Two main people. It’s their	 Visual Conceptualization: 
		  story” 	 Images/Sequences

12:33–12:34	 Craig	 “That is tight”	 Evaluation: Aesthetics

12:35–12:44	 Tom	 “The song says, ‘I’d give up 	 Evaluation: Project Vision/ 
		  all that bullshit if I could get 	 Authoritative Source-text
		  back my boys’”

12:45–13:04	 Craig	 List: cars, jewelry, money	 Visual Conceptualization: 
			   Images/Sequences

Table 4: Group Three’s Visual Conceptualization 
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had originally envisioned. Numerous times in their final videos, there were images 
nearly identical to the description lists or storyboard drawing conceived during 
brainstorming sessions.

Visual Production: Camerawork 
The following is an excerpt from Group One’s think-aloud protocol during a day 
of videotaping. For this scene, Kyle, Bill, and Hal were filming the opening scenario 
of their video where the gorilla escapes from captivity. Kyle played the gorilla’s 
captor who fell asleep while doing a crossword puzzle. Once he was asleep, the 
gorilla (played by Bill in a costume) escaped from the cage. The gorilla stole and 
put on his captor’s necktie and glasses before running away. As they set the scene 
up, Hal (working the camera) described the sequence they planned to videotape: 

Bill has moved inside of the cage. We are going to get an angle where we can see both 
Kyle doing the crossword puzzle and then falling asleep and the gorilla inside the cage. 
Then the gorilla will escape, take Kyle’s tie and run away. 

After those sequences were videotaped, Kyle explained to Hal how to film a 
scene from a different angle than the previous take. 

When you tape this time, be down low holding [the camera] up watching [the gorilla]. 
Hold the camera like this [points camera up] so you can watch him get out. And then 
as he gets out, hold the camera like this [stands up and holds camera overhead]. Use 
the viewfinder and hold it like this. So you can see him coming out. Ok, so start it low 
. . . you can probably be on the ground, holding it like this [lays on ground holding 
camera lens upright]. Then when he gets out, you move the camera up to follow him. 

In the above transcription, the group had considered the logistics of how they 
were going to videotape the scene, and practiced with the camera prior to video-
taping it. Before they had finished videotaping this event, they had captured the 
sequences several times through, each time from multiple perspectives. Group One 
repeatedly followed the pattern of articulating how they envisioned the footage 
and carefully setting up the shots. However, this was not peculiar to Group One. I 
documented examples from all six production groups in which the students took 
care to discuss the shot they wanted to capture prior to videotaping. In addition, 
they often filmed the event from more than one camera perspective in order to 
gather varied footage from which to edit.

All the groups perceived videotaping as a crucial element to their finished 
videos. During episodes of videotaping, groups showed awareness of how they 
framed their footage affected the final appearance of the images. For example, 
Rachel (Group Two) wanted to capture leaves falling toward the camera. In order 
to get the image she desired, she had to lie on the ground under tree branches with 
her camera pointed toward the sky. 
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As all groups did not videotape the images in the linear sequence of the final 
version, they tended to follow a pattern of videotaping and editing a few scenes at a 
time. As they edited the footage, they critiqued the footage and offered suggestions 
for improvement. I noticed that their camerawork often became more advanced 
after they had some experience editing. For example, Jeff (Group Three) became 
more experimental with his footage as their project progressed, trying shots with 
different camera angles. Some of the best images in their video were taped when 
they were nearly finished with their project. 

Visual Production: Editing 
Group Two provides an example of the groups’ complex editing processes. Although 
the following example was the opening scene to their video, they had already edited 
several other sequences in the project. With Katie at the controls of the editor, 
they chose to begin their video with two close-up shots of the boy and girl linked 
by a transition (Figure 2). They trimmed the initial visual, a close-up of an actor 
blinking. They added a special effect to make the blink happen in slow motion. 
They then matched a parallel image of the other actor and trimmed the scene. As 
with the first edit, a slow motion special effect was added to make the blink occur in 
slow motion. They then placed a cross-fade transition to blend the images together. 
Between each of these actions, the girls watched the scene (sometimes repeatedly) 
evaluating how the clip looked. If the clip did not look right (aesthetics) to them, 
the girls edited and watched the scene again, repeating the process until they were 
satisfied with the results. The girls watched the different iterations of the same 
sequence no less than 22 times.

Most of the time during this editing session the girls operated between Visual 
Production and Evaluation. Moving recursively between compositional stages 
allowed students to compose and evaluate the individual clip as well as how it 
looked in relation to the rest of the video. During the 26 minutes and 30 seconds 
of class time in which they edited this scene, the girls netted a total of eight seconds 
of final footage. Although all editing sessions did not yield such frugal results, this 
segment highlights the care and attention the group put into crafting a sequence. 

Figure 2: Opening Visuals to Group Two’s Music Video (Note: Middle picture is a transi-
tion which cross-fades the other two images)
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The other groups also demonstrated sustained attention to detail, spending 
a tremendous amount of time on a single sequence. Group Three (Craig, Tom, 
Michael, and Eddie) spent several days editing one brief scene that featured a 
number of complex edits and transitions. Likewise, Group One (Kyle, Bill, and 
Hal) spent most of one class period attempting to synchronize the beginning of 
the song with a certain visual. 

Evaluating the edited footage (in quality, awareness of audience, in relation to 
the other sequences, etc.) was an integral factor of the editing process for all the 
groups. Students watched the scene they edited and often viewed the clip in the 
context of a larger video sequence. They often expressed their satisfaction with a 
scene with comments such as, “that works”, “that looks good”, or in Group Three’s 
preferred term, “tight.” If it did not look the way they wanted it to, the groups 
would go back to editing. Through selecting a different clip, trimming the existing 
clip differently, or using a different special effect or transition, students repeatedly 
edited until the group members were satisfied with the results within the projects’ 
time and resource framework.

Discussion
This study found that video composition is a complex, recursive process that al-
lows for sequential multimodal representation of thoughts and ideas. There are 
four areas of discussion that arise from this finding. First, video allows for the 
expansion of compositional choices. Secondly, it demonstrates the verisimilitude 
of students’ initial concept to videotaped image. Third, it highlights the visual-
ity in the re-presentation of thoughts. The fourth area of discussion deals with 
research methodology. 

Composing with video as compared to print expands students’ compositional 
choices in two ways. First, the range and choice of representational modes avail-
able to the student through video is much wider than with print. The multimodal 
nature of video allows a writer to choose from a number of compositional elements 
during the production process. Despite having to juggle more variables, all of the 
students in the case study groups as well as the entire Communications program 
showed a higher inclination toward working with video than with print (Table 
5). The high student interest in the process is paradoxical because the writer had 
more variables with video than with print: sound, movement, visuals (still and/
or moving images), special effects, etc. 

Video also expands compositional choice in that it affords students the capac-
ity to write multiple drafts of the same video scene/sequence with relative ease, 
something nearly impossible with print. By videotaping the scene from multiple 
perspectives, students created numerous textual possibilities for their composi-
tion from which they could choose during the editing of their text. While students 
easily drafted multiple versions of their video text, the downside of videotaping 
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was the cumbersome nature of the logistics of shooting. Most of the videotaping 
had to be done outside of school, oftentimes entailing equipment problems and 
near-Sisyphean scheduling difficulties. 

The second point in the discussion concerns how the finished video often 
contained images identical to those brainstormed during Visual Conceptualization. 
Students mentioned time and again how closely the final images mirrored those 
they visualized. In each of the 14 interviews conducted, students commented about 
the close link between their thoughts and the final visuals. For example, Rachel 
(Group Two) said, “We came up with most of our ideas before we were going to 
film. Most of it was not extemporaneous, most of it was pretty fixed idea in our 
head—we just sort of had to figure out how to best make the video look like what 
we had in our heads.” 

One of the many such occurrences is the image Rachel conceptualized during 
her groups’ brainstorming. She said, “It would be so cool if [the couple] hugged 
at graduation, and when they split apart, the tree is behind them.” This image was 
mirrored in the final product (Figure 3) despite a month’s span of time from the 
time she conceptualized the image to capturing it through videography. 

The third point of discussion also 
deals with visuals. There appeared to 
be a strong link between the visual-
based modality with which the students 
worked and the ability to re-present 
their thinking. Regardless of gender or 
ability, all of the 14 students interviewed 
commented on the link between the 
visual dispositions of their thoughts 
and the visual medium with which they 
were composing. Katie (Group Two) 
talked about the finished version of a 

	 All	 Group One	 Group Two 	 Group Three
Survey Question 	 (n=82)	 (n=3)	 (n=3)	 (n=4)

I am a good writer	 2.7	 2.3	 2	 3.8

I enjoy writing	 3.1	 2	 2	 4

I feel comfortable using 
technology	 1.8	 1	 2.3	 2.2

I enjoy working with 
video	 1.8	 1.3	 1.7	 2

Table 5: Mean Totals for Survey: Out of a 5 Point Scale, 1=Strongly Agree, 
5=Strongly Disagree

Figure 3: Final Image of Initial Visual 
Conceptualization
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sequence in their video, saying, “It looked exactly the way I was thinking about 
in my head the whole time I was [editing].”  Kyle’s (Group One) response to the 
question “How was this video project like writing a paper?  Different?” was not only 
typical of those interviewed, but could be an amalgam of numerous comments 
from students in the same course over the years: 

I am a lot better at hands-on things then I am at writing a paper so, it’s a lot different, 
like you can kind of control what you’re doing. And when you’re writing a paper, you 
kind of just have to put it all in words, and when you’re doing a project like this, you 
can show what you mean.  So it makes it a lot easier for me to do stuff like this. You 
can kind of express yourself in words, but on video it’s easier to show what you mean.

This is not to say that video is superior to print—far from it, as they can have 
different roles (Kress, 2003; Messaris, 1994). However, further study is certainly 
needed to understand and emphasize those visual connections that are possible 
with students’ representation of their ideas with video.

The fourth and final point in the discussion deals with the methodology in 
studying video composition processes. Much of the prior research involved study-
ing the final products of students using content analysis. To further explore the 
processes, researchers need to expand their methodological tools to include ways 
of examining student work while they were composing. As demonstrated in this 
study, using think aloud and retrospective think aloud protocols may offer a dif-
ferent way of researching student video work. 

The methodology, however, is not without drawbacks. While a data-rich source, 
the concurrent protocol was a frustrating aspect of the data collection. Students 
found it logistically difficult to peer through the video camera eyepiece and to talk 
about their shots as they were filming. Sometimes a group member would stand off 
camera and describe the attempted shot. Other times, the cameraperson described 
the shot (or sequence of shots) after he/she had finished videotaping. More than 
once, students either forgot to take the tape recorder with them on a video shoot 
or forgot to use it while they videotaped. One group lost their tape recorder and 
with it all of their concurrent protocols from previous videotaping sessions.

More reliable as a research tool—because the tapes and recorders stayed in 
the classrooms—was the retrospective think-aloud protocol. The groups were au-
diotaped as they watched their footage for the first time.  These tapes documented 
their initial reactions to the footage, anecdotes of what happened during filming, 
and their (dis)pleasure at how their camera work turned out. 

As a result of data gathered from the retrospective protocols, I developed a 
heuristic that I began using with students after the first series of projects were done:  

	 1.	 Describe the shot. 

	 2.	 Why did you choose to film the scene in this manner? What were you 
trying to show?  
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	 3.	 Evaluate the shot. How pleased were you with the final result? Please 
explain.

While I did not use the latter heuristic with the case study groups presented 
here, I did use it with other classes on different projects and it has yielded prom-
ise at identifying students’ intentions as they composed their work. Using this 
heuristic would allow researchers insight into both video composition processes 
and their products. 

Limitations and Merits
This study is not an attempt to create a defining video composition model transfer-
able to all situations and scenarios. Rather, it is a way to document how I saw my 
students working in peer production groups within the confines of my classroom. 
The model was developed within a single program and should be contextualized as 
such. As this was a teacher-researcher study, I am also aware that this model may 
reflect facets that might not occur in other situations and settings. For example, there 
were certain parts of the course during which students received explicit training 
(video grammar) and expectations (multiple shots/perspectives). Given my years 
of experience working with students and video, I do not believe that each group 
would have engaged in some of these practices had they not been prompted to do so. 

The most notable finding of this model—that video composition is a complex 
and recursive process—should be the starting point in research and teaching in 
different contexts. For example, while it is possible to use this model to account for 
an individual’s video composition work, it was designed in the context of group 
work. Of the 46 video projects that were completed for both Communications II 
classes during the school year, only four of those were done individually rather 
than in groups (and there were a total of 13 groups in both classes). Combining 
these video compositions with those completed by the two Communications I 
classes, the total of video compositions done by the entire program was over 200 
productions. Nearly all of those video compositions were done in a group con-
text. It would be worth exploring how this model could be adapted to explain the 
composition processes of a single student rather than a group. 

Another consideration for this model is how it might be adapted and/or refined 
for other populations—different age groups and settings (particularly urban and 
rural)—to describe their video composition processes. In addition, the assignment 
described in this study was a music video. How would other video assignments 
appropriate to ELA classrooms (video themes, video poems, documentaries, digital 
narratives, short films, public service announcements, among others) be defined 
through this process? How would the composition processes differ if the students 
were provided with existing footage rather than videotaping their own? 
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Conclusion
Dyson & Warshauer-Freedman (2003) stated that process research offers a “vo-
cabulary . . . and insight into how these processes work for particular writers in 
particular situations” (p. 974). In a similar manner, this research offers a vocabulary 
that describes those compositional grammars particular to video. I believe this 
composition model is needed as a starting point in moving past the stage-emphasis 
approach that has dominated the descriptions of video production up to this point. 
By including the stage and phase interactions, teachers and researchers can explore 
those key compositional aspects that are possible with video. 

Given my experience as a classroom teacher and my research with students 
and video, I am convinced that video affords rich opportunities for student expres-
sion. It holds great potential for integration in the ELA classroom, particularly in 
its capacity for multimodal composition. To that end, I have been working with 
teacher education for the past six years to integrate such projects within content 
and pedagogy courses. The candidates are given a number of multimodal assign-
ments, incorporating print and non-print reading and writing activities, using the 
New London Group’s (1996), Kress & Jewitt’s (2003), and Smagorinsky’s (2002) 
meta-definitions of composition. A number of such examples are happening in 
ELA teacher preparation (Miller, 2007) and raise issues for teacher education about 
what it means to teach a broad articulation of reading and writing in the classroom. 

Although the possibilities and applications of video are widening, the focus of 
standardized testing in academic settings makes it difficult to invest the classroom 
time that video projects and training require. Classroom teachers already face high-
stakes assessments in an already-crowded curriculum. I have witnessed teacher 
candidates who were excited to use multimodal assignments during fieldwork only 
to experience frustration by either the lack of available equipment or curricular 
freedom to integrate such projects. Despite this, educators must continue to navi-
gate between the possibility of using new means of expression and the constraints 
of current policy and curricula.

Finally, I return to the issue that prompted my research in the first place, 
namely, the high student interest my students demonstrated with video. I noted 
the significant equipment problems each of the case study groups experienced. 
Every group throughout my program all experienced some degree of frustrating 
equipment issues. That is nothing remarkable; that is a by-product of working 
with technology. What is remarkable is that their interest in the video projects 
compelled them to push past these problems, often beginning all over again, in 
order to complete these productions. It was clear that the motivation was not 
their grade. Despite the relatively narrow high-stakes testing environment of our 
current educational system, I believe that we need to further explore teaching and 
research ELA possibilities of this powerful modality that so captures the interest 
and attention of students. 
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