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Embedding impact in collaborative filmmaking processes: a
case study
Helen Bendon and Vesna Lukic

Department of Media, Middlesex University, London, UK

ABSTRACT
Working with two community partners, Barnet Mencap and Why
me? (a restorative justice provider), we were invited, with our
students from the BA Film programme at Middlesex University, to
participate in a knowledge exchange project. The aim of this
project was to make the processes of restorative justice more
accessible to individuals with learning disabilities and/or autism.
We produced and delivered four short educational/campaign
films, which are now available online,1 including on our partners’
websites. While the anticipated impact of the films was clearly
defined, positioned from the outset of the project and will be
monitored over time, we wish to shift our focus in this article
away from the outcomes and explore the notion of impact in
relation to the process of making these films. We worked
collaboratively with our students, challenging hierarchical
assumptions both in an educational setting and in the context of
a filmmaking crew. Most importantly, the collaboration also
entailed working with a group of neurodivergent actors, who
contributed, apart from their acting, through improvisation and
interventions to the script. In this context, our project provides
for an insightful framework for thinking about impact in relation
to a more accessible and inclusive filmmaking process.
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Introduction

The Disability Hate Crime and Restorative Justice film project came about through the Chan-
ging the Culture Initiative (CCI) at Middlesex University. CCI is a university-wide programme
of projects which tackle discrimination, bullying, harassment, intimidation, violence and
any other form of hate, through collaboration with students, staff and community
groups. After building a reputation for community engagement as part of CCI, we were
invited to partner with Barnet Mencap (a support service for people with learning disabil-
ities and autism) and Why me? (a restorative justice provider) on a project to create edu-
cational campaign films about restorative justice for individuals with learning disabilities
and/or autism. The clients have focused on this demographic as the criminal justice
system can be prohibitive in its complexity. The restorative justice process is based in
guided conversations in safe, supervised environments, as part of the process of recovery
andmoving forward after being involved in conflict, crime or violence with another person.
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From the outset there was a clear brief and we worked towards an outcome with a well
specified agenda and anticipated impact – as the project addressed clearly defined audi-
ences with the specific aim of explaining restorative justice processes. In this context, we
felt fortunate to find ourselves in a position where we would be able to monitor the
impact of our work over time through the ongoing communication with our project part-
ners. They are hosting our films on their respective websites, and through their regular
work with their clients and wider professional networks, will be able to report back to
us on the impact of our films. We have delivered the films to our partners and are
setting up arrangements to monitor the impact over time, including through regular
bi-annual meetings, surveys and interviews. Now the films have been delivered, at this
point in the project cycle we have an opportunity to acknowledge/consider the impact
of the process of making the films. Specifically, we are interested in exploring what this
process meant for our six film students and the neurodivergent talent that worked
with us as actors for the films. The five young people who took the lead roles in the
films are living with learning disabilities and/or autism and had prior acting experience.
Given their backgrounds, they had much to contribute to the project as co-creators,
enabling a genuine continuous dialogue across the creative team about the most
effective ways of depicting the issues to be highlighted.

In this paper, we wish to map out and explore the notion of impact in the context of
the process of making and with regard to collaborative practices that encompass both
interrelating teaching and research in new ways (Fung 2017) and collaboration with neu-
rodivergent actors. Thus, we would like to problematise the notion of impact of research
(implying the impact of the outcomes of a research project), and shift our focus onto the
impact within research. This feels particularly pertinent in the context of practice-based
research where process takes centre stage in the development of creative projects
(Nelson 2013). Additionally, in work such as in this project, the processes that contribute
to knowledge exchange with third (not for profit) sectors are areas to be attentive to in
improving the connectivity of researchers in academia with charities and community
groups (Hughes and Kitson 2012).

Knowledge exchange partnerships

Knowledge exchange projects for film students often begin with client-set briefs that
allow students meaningful experiences of working for and with external partners,
whilst also being guided and supported by faculty staff in the production of film
outputs. This particular brief had a more explicitly defined sense of two-way exchange
as the filmmaking team (including us as their lecturers) needed to engage in training
from the partners to deepen our understanding of restorative justice processes, the
nature and impact of disability hate crime and the needs of the target audiences in enga-
ging in restorative justice. The training we received was co-delivered by expert pro-
fessionals from Why me? and Barnet Mencap as well as individuals with direct
experience of disability hate crime and restorative justice processes. All of the training
experiences (and subsequent focus groups with participants with autism and/or learning
disabilities) highlighted the broadness of the target audience; the complexity of the issues
involved such as articulating what support is on offer; barriers to accessing support as well
as the range of scenarios that might lead someone to needing restorative justice support.
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The particular complexity in delivering this client-set brief required our approach to
involve collaborative, feminist methodologies that openly question researcher/research
subject (Cook and Fonow 1986), tutor/student, filmmaker/client, cast/crew binaries in
order to engage in participatory praxis. Whilst the project was not conceived as a partici-
patory video project, rather these are commissioned educational films, we borrowed
heavily from participatory video processes in the phases of production. Some of the prin-
ciples of participatory video around accessibility and working with community groups to
explore issues was something we experienced as a ‘dynamic process of community-led
learning, sharing and exchange’ (Lunch and Lunch 2006, 10). A collaborative approach
with our partners enabled us to access training, to work with research participants in
the early research phase and later to recruit local talent to inform and shape the direction
of the work whilst building relationships with stakeholders and one another.

The emphasis on processes in participatory video literature (Maginess 2017) is also
something that resonated with our experiences whilst producing this work and signalled
opportunities for us to explore further. The relationships during the production had an
openness and agility that we wish to look at as transformative experiences for everyone
involved, and to consider in our future teaching and research practice ‘becoming critically
reflective of the assumptions supporting the content or process (or both) of problem
solving’ (Mezirow and Taylor 2011, 22). The knowledge exchange, in the terms in which
we operated, works beyond a two-way client/film producer dynamic, and is explicitly
expansive to co-create with the key stakeholders in the film – those with learning disabil-
ities and/or autism within ‘a feminist praxis of care and solidarity that is decentred, confl-
icted, and committed to negotiation’ (Cahill, Quijada Cerecer, and Bradley 2010, 408).

As the academic leads, we positioned ourselves as co-learners alongside the students,
going on a research journey as equals, challenging our own existing practices, interrogat-
ing our subjectivities throughout the process in a way to utilise collaboration as a method
of creative production. There was a sense of undoing, or perhaps rethinking established
aspects of film language. For example, in our early ideas development, we had to question
our use of signifiers, visual metaphors and layers of film language that build the complex-
ity of the film image in multisensory ways, but which might cause sensory overwhelm for
individuals in the target audience demographic. Together with our students we were ‘sus-
ceptible to new learning at the edge of our comfort zones’, operating at our ‘learning
edge’ (Gravett and Petersen 2011, 107). In this project space with students, clients,
research participants and actors, these collaborative methods and approaches were, as
Tess Maginess articulates about participatory filmmaking, ‘very liberating for teachers,
engaging them in a much more deeply reflective kind of practice, sponsoring co-learning
and participant-centered learning.’ (Maginess 2017, 45). As such, by embedding reflexivity
throughout the project, the work shifted from a product-based exchange – making films
for clients – to a collaborative mode of making films with individuals in the constituent
target audience groups.

Content development

The broad remit of learning disabilities and/or autism, the wide scope of criminal and/or
antisocial behaviours, as well as the different ways in which restorative justice processes
can work, set up some creative challenges in trying to write specific scenarios that would
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connect to the target audience but would not overwhelm with more abstract concepts
around restorative justice. Specialist training, focus groups and independent research
informed the development of ideas to take us from a generalised notion of restorative
justice to specific scenarios to aid conversations with the target audience groups.
Rather than a singular approach, we pitched four vignettes to the clients that depicted
serious criminality (cuckooing), verbal abuse and aggression, mate crime (involving
money) and misunderstandings about non-visible disabilities to serve as campaign
themes. The arc in these awareness raising films needed to be clear and concise and a
linear approach to filming, to aid understanding of the narrative for each character.
The structure of the films was: (1) sometimes bad things happen, (2) when they do, it
can really affect you, sometimes for a long time afterwards, and (3) restorative justice pro-
cesses can help you move on.

For the third (and final) section of the film we embedded a workshop with a restorative
justice practitioner into our filming schedule. This is important to single out and expand
on, as this session facilitated a combination of sharing experiences and relating back to
the characters that the actors performed. Furthermore, not only was it essential for
them to gain an understanding of what restorative justice is, but it was also crucial that
they express that understanding in their own words, and from the perspective of their
own experience. So rather than scripting their lines in advance, we felt that enabling
the actors to formulate and express the message in the way they saw it would create a
more meaningful communication line between the actors on screen and the audiences.
In this sense, our actors became more involved in the project as co-creators of the
content (beyond ‘only’ enacting the script) and importantly, created space for voices,
other than our own as neurotypical individuals, to be present and heard.

While we decided, already in the early discussion with our students/crew, that this
section of our films would be co-created with actors in this manner, we would also like
to acknowledge the fact that even the sections we did develop as script, transformed sig-
nificantly during the filming and in dialogue with the actors. One of the reasons for this
related to the fact that the term ‘restorative justice’ proved to be very difficult for the
actors to enunciate, whilst the meaning of the term proved to be relatively easy to com-
prehend and relate to. Reflecting on this quite fundamental issue for the production, we
collectively held the problem – taking an approach of ‘it’s difficult, let’s try to say it in our
own words’. We had to work around the term with improvisations, breaking down the
script sections and reading small sections with the actors that they were then able to
interpret in their own words or repeat. The schedule meant the time pressures were
not on the actors but absorbed into the generous time allocation. Moreover, this pro-
duction challenge provoked interesting questions around how the language we use
impacts on the access to restorative justice processes, which we were able to feed back
to the clients.

Throughout, we were very concerned with potential negative impacts that enacting of
traumatising topics may have on the actors, and where and how to draw the fine line
between the sharing of personal experiences of hate crime (in the workshop session
on restorative justice, for example) and the role that was needed to be performed for
the camera. Guidance from theatre practitioners (with experience of working with
actors with autism and/or learning disabilities) was implemented to demarcate in and
out of role states. In many ways, we had a heightened sense of the need for preparedness
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for the shoot days – devising easy-read contracts and call sheets, liaising with parents and
carers, generous filming schedule, etc., to minimise uncertainty and anxiety for the actors.
The impact of overrunning on actors and carers/families was perhaps instrumental in
creating a more robust than usual schedule.

Discussion: reflections on impact

Reflecting on the filming process, whilst we had to operate an effective production to
ensure the central messages of the films were delivered to brief, a significant portion of
the production was non-hierarchical and indeed alternative to the ones we teach
within the curriculum. The students led in the principal production roles, rotating direc-
torial control to be the lead developers of each vignette. In this way, and while
working within rather specific tasks on any given filming day (like recording sound, or
operating the camera), the variety of these tasks along the production meant having to
respond openly and flexibly to any given filming job at hand. This is in contrast to
working within a single crew role in a film project and meant that students developed
an understanding of their overall position in the filmmaking team as one that is arguably
more holistic, again situating students on the ‘learning edge’ of their discipline practices
to facilitate a different sense of sharing and personal responsibility to the process of
making (Gravett and Petersen 2011).

Working alongside our students in new territory as co-learners also engendered con-
versations that acknowledged ‘the messy reality of practice’ (Shaw 2016, 419). As aca-
demic co-leads on the project we held a fluidity of roles on set, being agile to the
conditions at time of filming. We observed how operating as two ‘anchors’ with
different styles and approaches resulted in some of the actors gravitating towards one
or other of us to help both in terms of assistance with performance and supporting
their off-screen experience.

As with a great deal of film productions, we experienced a sense of community and
collective will to ‘do a good job’, but there was also palpable joy and spontaneous cele-
bration when a good take was achieved. These observations are the beginning of the
process of exploring the ‘entrenched hierarchies between those involved in research pro-
cesses, generally termed researchers and participants, implicate ourselves (in all of our
complexities) in our research’ (Rice et al. 2020) to consider alternative ways of collaborat-
ing in film production with our students, community partners and actors.

In order to further our understanding of the impact this project had on our students,
we asked for feedback on their experience and key learning points that they feel they
have gained and think will be useful for their future. One of the students spoke about
the crafting of the film language (for example, in terms of not using overly ‘flashy’
images or avoiding montage sequences in the edit) to meet the specific audiences for
the project, as a very valuable learning experience that would make them amore sensitive
filmmaker going forward. All the students agree that this was a unique learning experi-
ence. They all stress how much their understanding of learning disabilities and autism
improved, and how unique this opportunity was to work with neurodivergent actors.
Some of them now feel well equipped to take this learning forward and continue
working with actors with disabilities, as now they have a sense that they would be able
to guide them in preparing for a role. One student felt particularly appreciative for
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taking part in a project that challenges hierarchical roles within film crew, which now
opens up new ideas on ways and modes of working collaboratively in film. In their words:

[the] restorative justice project has really changed my perspective on different ways of learn-
ing. I definitely feel like I just opened the door to exploring a variety of ways to go about a
project and figuring out creative ways we can implement a message.

The films were always intended to be delivered by us to the community partners as a
tool to aid conversations about restorative justice with individuals with learning disabil-
ities and/or autism, their families, carers or agencies working with and on behalf of
those who have been affected by disability hate crime and/or antisocial behaviour. There-
fore, this case study is not fully situated within a participatory video methods framework,
but some of the more recent critical discourses. These texts move beyond the celebratory
and the empowering aspects of participatory working (Shaw 2016) and speak to the limit-
ations of co-ownership, ableism in production processes and indeed the power dynamics
of funding and supporting such projects. These are aspects of our learning to develop in
future partnerships and importantly, to find space to embed the impact of such projects in
the curriculum.

The desire to engage with social justice agendas is part of a higher education experi-
ence we want for our students (and ourselves) and has proved to offer us a critical space
for reflection on what resource and attention is required in order to support the genuinely
multi-directional knowledge exchange that this kind of initiative affords.

Note

1. Link to the four films: https://vimeo.com/652680499.
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