Mardling From Coast to Broad
Evaluation Report

Executive Summary

Over one hundred young people have built a video and animation based online local history resource exploring the Norfolk tradition of mardling (gossiping or telling a good old yarn). They worked with local historians and film-makers to find some of the most interesting and unusual supernatural tales to come out of the region. They then learned film making and animation skills and used them to retell the stories in contemporary styles. In this way they are helping to introduce the digital generation to the tradition of Norfolk mardling.
The project was organised in two main parts. Mardling From Coast to Broad explores a range of ghostly tales from throughout Norfolk. Mardling Along the Poppyline takes its inspiration from the North Norfolk Railway, and explores the darker side of local rail history.
The idea for the project came from working in a number of Norfolk based schools on film and animation projects. We also asked Stalham High School students what aspects of their local history they would most like to explore. Through it, we learned that local myths, legends and the supernatural came out as a hot favorite. 
At the same time we secured Aim Higher funding in partnership with Norwich University College of the Arts. This enabled us to run additional film and animation workshops at a range of Norfolk High schools, under the project theme. NUCA Outreach Officer, Sam Epps also provided advice on career paths into the creative industries. The additional funding allowed us to increase our cohort of learners from the planned 40 to over one hundred.  Each of the Aim Higher workshops involved one or two days of contact with one class from each of the participating schools. During that time, small teams of 4 – 6 students worked together to select a local legend or ghost story and adapt it in the animation style of their choosing. They explored drawn, 2D cut out and 3D plasticine styles.

Our heritage partners, The Museum of the Broads and Poppyline Education provided venues for the Young Roots funded work. They also provided research resources and a very useful network of practitioners and local historians. 

On the welcome day for the Coast to Broads team, Neil Storey told a series of stories collected from the local area. Ian Pycroft from Black Knight Historical talked about the lives of medieval knights. Kim Dowe introduced the lives of the Broadland wherrymen and Eric Edwards described his work as the last Norfolk marshman to use traditional methods to cut reed. Four teams then planned the films they would make around the stories they liked best. 
Film making at the museum took four days over the autumn half term, 2010. On the first day, each team drew storyboards, wrote scripts, rehearsed their drama work and made models for the animations. On days two and three, we took the four teams on location for a half day each to film their live action work. Drama practitioner Joc Mack assisted with rehearsals and Michelle Bullivant provided makeup for the actors. During the interim each team worked on their animations. On the final day we tied up loose ends, recorded voice-overs and sound effects, and had rides on the Falcon steamboat.
The second half of the project took place at Poppyline Education in Holt during the Spring Half Term 2011. Author Neil Storey, rail historian Dave King, signalman Adrian Vaughan, engine driver Alan Baker and education officer Jenny Phillips introduced the railway theme. Further support was provided by staff from Holt Youth Project. Three groups chose to set their stories on the steam train that runs between Holt and Sheringham. One team decided to take sea stories as their main theme, and interviewed ex lifeboatman Bill Thirtle. Molly Housego, Neil Storey and Jenny Phillips provided props and costumes for the drama work.

The web site design and planning for the launch at Sheringham Little Theatre was completed with the support of students from Flegg High School, some of whom also contributed to the films and animations. (Two of the Flegg team will present the web site to the public at the launch event.) Neil Storey assisted by writing the film related contextual notes for the web site.
Project management was undertaken by Martin Sercombe, who also taught film production skills. The animation workshops were led by Britta Pollmuller with support from Matt Reeve.

The Aims of the Project

The project was seen as a natural development out of past work, closely linked to the general educational aims of our company. These can be summarised as follows: The company provides practical media courses to people who traditionally do not have access to mainstream educational opportunities. Its clients include the unemployed, disadvantaged young people, disabled people and people with mental health problems. It is non-profit making, and is supported by grant aid to further these aims.

We have a long track record of teaching film and animation skills to young people, but have had relatively little experience of using these media as a tool for a local heritage study. One previous project, entitled Finding the Fallen, provided clues for how this might work. In it, the company worked alongside local historians to help a class of young people from Mundesley Primary explore the stories of their local war heroes. This involved a mixture of web-based research, visits to local heritage sites and war memorials and creative writing and art work in the classroom. Many local people also assisted by giving talks, bringing in memorabilia, showing photos and providing reminiscences. Media Projects East was tasked with recording the process as a video diary. The experience provided many prompts to help us design the Mardling project.

We immediately saw how using film and animation as a storytelling medium could be a highly effective means of bringing local heritage subjects alive for young people. In looking for past examples of similar projects, we found little to act as a guide. This may be due to the fact that schools rarely have the time or resources to teach film making to high technical level. Another reason could be that the exploration of heritage is perceived as a seperate educational agenda to that of art and media. Whatever the reasons, we felt that, in bridging these two worlds of learning, we would need to devise some innovative models of educational practice. We also realised that, for the project to work effectively, we would need to bring three distinct skillsets into partnership. The first is the study, interpretation and presentation of local heritage, the second is that of film making, and the third is the practical teaching expertise needed to make both accessible to young people.

Delivering the Project

Film-making begins with research and planning. We wanted to ensure this process would become an adventure in its own right as the young people began to discover the richness and variety of their chosen theme. By bringing them into contact with experts in the field, we felt they would quickly gain a deeper understanding of this spoken and literary heritage. This in turn would act as a grounding for their own creative work, as they interpreted the information and traditional tales using the storytelling techniques of drama film and animation.

To ensure the success of the research stage, we drew upon the expertise of our heritage partners to identify contributors with a strong knowledge of our heritage theme, and a track record of presenting the material to audiences of young people. We planned each presentation directly with the contributor, and considered ways to make its delivery as interactive as possible. We were keen that the material would be offered as a menu of possibilities rather than as prescribed briefs. At no stage were the young people alloted fixed tasks by the adult experts. Instead we saw each workshop as a collaborative creative process – a meeting of creative minds both young and old. The historians and film-makers worked with each production team to help them choose stories and film techniques, and provide the planning skills needed.

Taking this approach, it became easy for the young people to take ownership of the project from the outset. However, this amount of creative freedom also comes at a cost. I suspect that few of the fourteen year olds we worked with have been faced with this much creative responsibility before! They soon realised the enormity of the tasks ahead of them, and the short time they had to realise them. They had taken on real world production tasks with a real world deadline.

The first hurdle they had to overcome was mastering the team working skills of negotiation and decision-making. Devising their storyboards and treatments involved many creative choices and imaginative leaps. Each of these had to be agreed by the team before they could progress towards a fully developed plan of action. For some groups this came easily. Others struggled and dissipated much energy with false starts, changes of direction, rethinks etc. Thanks to the presence of trained classroom teachers and local historians, each team was eventually guided towards consensus, in readiness for their live film making work.

In general, the teams found the production stage more fun and less stressful than the planning stage. It gave them an opportunity to work on location at a wide range of very interesting heritage sites. They learned video camera, sound and directing skills. Others also used a still camera to collect material. Some groups adopted a documentary style and told their stories through interviews with local experts. Others prefered to tell their stories through video drama and were helped in locating appropriate props and costumes to bring their characters to life. Every team was given time to make one live action film and one or two short animations. This allowed them to gain insights into many different techniques, including live action crewing, set design, modelling, sound effects recording and basic lap top editing.

The impact of the project on the young people has been hugely beneficial. The evidence if this has taken many forms. Firstly, the teachers who know the young people well were able to report to us on the dramatic boost in individuals’ confidence, communication, creative writing, and art-based skills. Here is an extract from a letter we received from one teacher:

“Not only have you brought life into the department and demonstrated what amazing results can be achieved by our pupils, you have encouraged and inspired pupils who find the academic subjects more challenging. I have noticed some real positive changes in a particular group of challenging boys, who have really taken to the workshops…(One of these) rarely shows enthusiasm and is one of these ‘too cool for school’ types. I thought he would struggle with collaborative work and probably moan through the whole thing but he remained quiet and took part with little distraction. It was after the workshop when he went out his way to find me to explain how much he loved the day and how he wanted to do more of this in the future.” Dan Coombes, Head of Art, Flegg High School.

We received this from a teacher at Stalham High:

“At Matthew’s review, the staff were all impressed with his enthusiasm about the animation and history projects you did with him… his teachers have commented on his level of engagement, and subsequent sense of accomplishment with this project.”

“Glad our lot seemed to get on ok, apart from the trademark squabbling. They have got so much from this experience, especially Amy, Matt and George.  I don't think they always find school life so easy, but they clearly found their niche here and Amy was so excited by the whole thing, and was so proud of what she had achieved.”

Neil Storey wrote these comments regarding how the project is promoting interest in local heritage and heritage sites:

“It is my pleasure to add a few words to your report regarding the Mardling Project. As a historian and one who has long associations with the North Norfolk Railway; indeed I was one of the founders of their education department, it has been a pleasure to see our facilities and the North Norfolk Railway used to foster a wider knowledge and appreciation of the working lives of those employed on the railway in the past.

Speaking as someone who is involved in education as a lecturer, I have always promoted a sense of place among all my students. I am convinced this project has reached many young people. They have learnt more about their literary and oral heritage and gained new skills. This project has shown them that they can do things they never expected through the medium of film thanks to the support and professional skills shared by the Media Projects East team.

With such sound foundation experiences, young people can build the stepping stones of confidence for the future and others can be inspired by their work on the excellent website that has been created to accompany the project. ”

The tutors carefully assessed the contributions made by each student. They insisted that each student maintain a sketchbook diary and portfolio of their personal work. These portfolios, along with tutor assessments were passed on to the art teachers at the participating schools, so that the student work could be assessed as part of their GCSE coursework. Here are some extracts from the assessments:

“James excelled himself as a drunken farmer and performed very effectively as a team member in the live drama shoot. He found acting the most enjoyable aspect of the production, but also contributed to the storyboarding, sound recording and camera work, model making and animation.”

“Amy was a star throughout the project, always ready to take on any production tasks needed. She improvised an excellent interview with Eric Edwards, without a script or time to rehearse and plan. The other members of the team also chipped in with some excellent questions for Eric.

She also took on the role of recording the narration for the Headless Smuggler story and helped with sound recording on location, and model making and animation in the studio.”

“George wrote a very detailed script, with some excellent character development, dialogue and set scenes. It was much longer than the 2 hours of location film time would allow, so we had to adapt it to a more modest format, keeping his best ideas.

George shone in his role as a drunken farmer, and told us he would very much like to continue to develop his acting skills.”
“Matt thoroughly enjoyed developing his character as the barman. He, alongside the other actors in his team took a very professional attitude to working under the pressure of a tight deadline. He learned how to project his voice and adopt an appropriate tone to fit the scene.

He also helped prepare a 2D animation storyboard and undertook other pre production tasks such as preparing a props and locations list.

He helped animate the cut out sequences, such as the scene with the magnifying glass. Matt was an excellent team player, and managed to help resolve the many disputes and discussions about how to plan the film by getting the most practical ideas down in storyboard form. He was very good at taking on advice from supporters and applying it effectively.”

As part of the evaluation process we asked the young people to think about what they had learned on the project and what they enjoyed most. They summarised this in a few sentences to speak to camera, then designed plasticine characters to speak the lines. All the quotes are included in the DVD and on the web site. Here are a few examples:

“I liked being able to learn live action film making in a real world situation.”

“I liked using plasticine animation in an adult way.”

“I liked seeing how the film came together at the end.”

“I like learning how to storyboard so I could put my ideas on paper and plan things better.”

“I really enjoyed learning how to use all the equipment, and learning camera and sound skills.”

“Doing interviews gave me skills I can use later on in life.”

“I liked learning about the history of the railway.”

“I liked the teams working together and helping each other out.”

“I liked getting an experience of making films on a professional level.”

The Impact on Our Company

The project has acted as one long process of continuous professional development for the directors and freelancers involved. The teaching and workshop delivery techniques we tested during this project will be honed and refined for use in many projects to come. We will also talk to our publisher, Continuum, about ways to disseminate the teaching models in a future book. 

Of crucial importance are the valuable links we have formed with a wide range of heritage organisations and committed practitioners in the field. We hope these links will seed similar initiatives in the future. Drama consultant Joc Mack alerted us to a similar project that has just been completed by the Greater Fens Museums Partnership. The Fenland Stories Project has connected small, medium and large museums together across East Anglia. It then helped museums to collaborate with local community and young people’s groups, bringing Fenland folklore alive through film-making.

The link is here: http://www.fensmuseums.org.uk/category_id__20_path__0p4p.aspx
We plan to contact the partnership shortly to suggest reciprocal links between our two projects. The Fenland project has also shown the value of bringing museums and community groups together around a creative media project.

Arts and Heritage Consultant, Helen Mitchell, is helping us to promote the project to other heritage professionals and educators. She sees the model it represents as being very worthy of replication and further development. She also feels it important that we effectively market the project’s legacy, so others might be inspired to initiate related projects. With this in mind, we have begun a search engine optimisation campaign to get the Mardling web site noticed by schools and heritage groups. We are keen to promote the project as a cross curricular resource, relevent to a study of local history, creative writing, media and art.

The campaign will explore ways to make the site easily findable by teachers looking for such resources, particularly at KS3 and 4. However, an effective marketing campaign can be costly, so the first step will be to secure adequate funding. We plan to build a marketing budget into each new project, with a view to gradually building our online profile over the next few years.

The first stage of the campaign will be the complete redesign of the company web site. Designory of Sheringham has taken on the brief and is building us a user friendly new branding, intended to make our back catalogue far more accessible to schools, heritage organisations and the general public. It will launch in August 2011.

Lessons Learned

The first important lesson we learned was to ensure we give young people enough time to thoroughly plan and realise their ideas. The project was scheduled around the time constraints of half term holidays or one and two day workshops. Some of the young people felt the project was a little too rushed in some aspects of its delivery. 

We would like to resolve this issue in the future by running projects over longer time frames. This creates additional problems to solve. The first is finding ways to cover the increased cost of the additional teaching time and delivery. The second is finding ways to fit projects like this into the buzy secondary school curriculum, or holiday times outside of school.

One solution is to offer projects with full accreditation, so they become an alternative to taking a GCSE, for example. We are also considering targeting the courses for groups of children who may not be responding well to traditional education. We feel that we have gathered convincing evidence to prove that our appoaches can deliver dramatic results for such students. With this in mind, we have gone into partnership with the Shaw Trust, in the hope that together we can deliver nationally recognised accreditated heritage, media, drama and performance based courses via the National Open College Network. The Shaw Trust has a long track record of work with disadvantaged young people, and can bring valuable expertise to the planning and tailoring of projects to fit this target audience.

Our new heritage project, Seaside Memories will take place in partnership with the Shaw Trust, (funds permitting). It will further develop the working practices we have evolved in delivering this project, whilst adopting the accreditation route. The central theme will be exploring the history of seaside entertainment in the Lowestoft area. In doing so, young people will work with three heritage organisations, Lowestoft Heritage Workshop Centre, The East Anglian Film Archive in Norwich and Cantors Theatre School in Beccles.

Projects of this scale often involve many more work hours than are originally budgetted for. We try to take account of this by building match funding in kind to the budget planning. Our freelance staff are always willing to “go the extra mile”, to reach the best possible outcomes for all concerned. However, we would prefer to be in the position to offer a fair hourly rate for all the work undertaken. Unfortunately funding sources for this kind of project are becoming harder to identify in the current economic climate. We have been unable to secure repeat funding from Aim Higher or several other strands which have recently closed such as MediaBox and Creative Partnerships. We are currently exploring alternative business models to allow us to adequately fund similar work in the future. One possibility is to fund training courses through a combination of grants and direct contributions from participating schools. Another might be to work in partnerships with museums, which can access other funding strands not directly accessible by community organisations.

