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What is the impact of in-field training, placements, and extracurricular activities on the development of employability skills in Media and Filmmaking students?
Introduction
The Film & TV industry is continuously evolving and adapting to the modern digital age and the ever-increasing demand for new content. This is why professionalism is a key factor in ensuring graduates in these fields successfully transition from education into the workforce. 
Practical learning experiences – such as work placements, client projects, and extracurricular activities – are widely recommended by professionals and employers as valuable components in bridging the gap between academic study and industry expectations. However, there is an ongoing debate regarding the extent to which Further and Higher Education curricula adequately prepare Media and Filmmaking students for the realities of professional work. This research aims to explore the role of hands-on learning in equipping students with the knowledge, skills, and behaviours required for professional success in the Film & TV sector. 
This study is particularly relevant as the creative industries demand a combination of technical expertise, industry awareness, and professional conduct. As an isolated case study, I will be drawing on my own teaching experience and research during my placement with Digital Media Production and Adventure Filmmaking students at UWTSD (levels 4-6), as well as success stories of alumni that have entered the Film & TV sector within South Wales. I will also consider industry professionalism across the sector within the UK and internationally where relevant. 
In my prior teaching experiences until now, I have noted that while that the curricula UWTSD provides for its students offers opportunities for practical engagement, the success rate for students that swiftly transition into Film & TV sector employment could be better. 
To address this through my research question, my findings will explore: 
· The impact of practical learning on student development and employability.
· The skills and behaviours required for professionalism in the Film & TV industry.
· The effectiveness of existing FE and HE curricula and assessment strategies in fostering professionalism.
· Potential improvements to ensure a stronger alignment between education and industry expectations.
Through a combination of literature review and qualitative research, this study aims to provide valuable insights into the role of experiential learning in Media and Filmmaking education and propose strategies for enhancing student preparedness for professional careers.
Literature Review
The Role of Practical Learning in Education
1. Functioning Intended Learning Outcomes
To start at a Pedagogical level, we can focus on the intended learning outcomes (ILO) for these programmes. In summary, the outcomes are vocationally focused with an intention of students leaving with transferrable skills expected in their industry:
· To fully develop technical, creative and practical skills and knowledge required for industry-level professionalism.
· To present a suitable and well-informed portfolio for networking and career development, as well as an established brand to enter into the industry with.
ILOs can be separated into two types: “Declarative” and “Functioning” (sometimes known as “Procedural”). Declarative ILOs focus on the student’s ability to recall knowledge and facts given to them by their lecturer, whereas functioning ILOs go the step beyond into applying said knowledge to know how to perform a skill or process to solve real-world problems.
John Biggs et al divide functioning ILOs into three types of outcomes: ‘apply’, ‘create’, and ‘lifelong learning’, all of which appropriately apply to film and media-based programmes. In short, students can ‘apply’ their knowledge through peer-based learning (group projects, e.g. a short film workshop) and work-integrated learning (such as placements within a film production studio) to collaboratively address a given project. Students can use their knowledge to ‘create’ new ideas and solutions to real-world problems, as well as their innovation to implement those ideas to produce effective novelty. ‘Lifelong learning’ outcomes encompasses both soft skills and industry focused skills that students will carry over into their career that transform them into professionals who can problem solve, think critically, and collaborate, which are desirable qualities in the film & TV industry. (Biggs et al, 2022)
To apply Functioning ILOs more specifically to film and media programmes, Biggs highlights how digital tools have become a new aid for students’ creativity:
“Digital tools and technologies now play a central role in the production of ‘creative work’. […] numerous digital tools are available to support the creative process including, audio, video, animation and image production tools. […] students can create websites, portfolios and digital ‘boards’, that compile artefacts into a creative product. Students can also aggregate the material they create or curate into a portfolio […] ePortfolios are now commonly incorporated into the standard university educational technology suite of tools, and they can be used by students to compile creative work and outputs in individual units or as part of the whole programme.”
(Biggs et al, 2022)
This method of presenting a portfolio comprised of individual artefacts is ideal for film and media programmes, in that it acts as a Summative assessment to not only review a student’s knowledge in their field, but also their ability to reflect on their learning, and to present themselves as trained, experienced and industry-ready professionals.

2. [image: ]Experiential Learning 
The application of practical learning experiences such as placements, in-field training and extracurricular activities are directly applicable to David Kolb’s ‘Experiential Learning Cycle’, developed in 1984. He states that learning through “touching the bases” of these abstract concepts can be applied to all manner of real-world situations, and that “knowledge is created through the transformation of experience”. (Kolb, 1984)
To apply the learning cycle to the Digital Media Production programme as an example, students would typically start at the ‘Concrete Experience’ phase, where they participate in hands-on tasks such as filming on location, or working with assigned clients. This is the initial practical learning where students are first exposed to industry standards.
Next is ‘Reflective Observation’ – students would reflect on what occurred during their experience, both successes and challenges. An educator here should focus on assessing the student’s process throughout their experience, rather than whether the end result had a desirable outcome. The aforementioned approach of creating an portfolio is an appropriate method of how a student can be assessed based on their experiences and reflections. 
‘Abstract Conceptualisation’ is where students develop new insights or modify their previous thinking in response to their reflection and given feedback. This is where students can refine their technical skills such as camerawork or editing, as well as develop their performance during client work or as part of a film crew.
The final stage ‘Active Experimentation’ is where students will apply their new knowledge during future ‘Concrete Experiences’ to see what happens. Students will become ever closer to displaying expected industry-standard skills and behaviours within the film & TV sector. 
[image: ]This cycle is by no means a linear process, as some students may have more reflective learning styles rather than active ones. To account for this, Kolb also proposed four different learning styles that describe how individual students engage differently with the learning cycle. 
Like in any creative programme, students will have different learning styles when engaging with the curriculum. In the case of Digital Media Production, they will be encouraged to establish their specialism in the field, which may affect how they traverse the Experiential Learning Cycle. 
To briefly apply this to the programme, students with the ‘Converging’ learning style would benefit most from in-field training or placement work tasks with logical and direct needs, such as camera work or as a sound technician. 
‘Diverging’ students are the most reflective and would benefit the most from writing reflections based on their observations during their practical experiences. These students would suit creative problem-solving roles such as script writing or editing.
‘Assimilating’ students are again observational but prefer solving logical real-world problems based on the feedback and outcomes of their experiential learning. Students with this learning style would be best suited to management roles such as producers, or production managers.
And finally, ‘Accommodating’ students are hands-on like the ‘Converging’ learning style but respond better to tasks that need an intuitive and creative solution. They would work best as production designers, location scouts, or as assistants to directors or department heads. 
Utilising Experiential Learning in this manner not only accommodates for students with different learning styles and skill specialisms, but offers a formative means of assessment for educators to identify where a students strengths and weaknesses are in their skill development, and spot gaps in their understanding based on their reflections on their experiences. (McLeod, 2024)

The Impact of Practical Learning for Employability in the Film & TV Sector
In relation to practical and experiential learning for a creative industry such as the film & TV sector, the intended outcome is twofold: it develops a student’s expected transferrable skills for the industry, and it provides a ‘head start’ to graduates upon completion of their studies. In an ideal scenario, upon graduation a student will have already acquired a range of different experiences and connections to add to their CV, and clearly defined what their specialisms are to have a greater chance of employment in a very tough industry to break into.
These ILOs can be applicable to many different industry sectors, rather than just film & TV. In 2008, the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS) released their observations outlining the importance of employability skills development in HE. They suggest that educators should treat student employability as a core part of their mission, and to collaborate with employers to inform the curricula what desired skills should be implemented into the ILOs. According to this report, employers particularly value broad employability skills, such as communication, motivation, independence, analysis, confidence and problem solving (BIS, 2008).
In addition to this need for employability skills, the film & TV sector has an additional demand to keep up to date with the latest and leading technologies in video production; there is an ever-increasing consumption of globally streamed content, as well as an internal competition to showcase the most innovative and creative techniques in storytelling.
[image: ][image: Figure 2.]As a recent example, the use of virtual production stages (or LED stages), saw a drastic boom in usage at the start of the Covid-19 pandemic. Not only was there already a shortage of workforce within the industry, but this release of a new technology and production technique meant that new job roles and career opportunities were created that not only required expertise in film practice, but also specialist knowledge in game design and animation. Howe and Cortvriend’s exploration into these new ‘hybrid’ roles indicate that they triggered a skill shortage within the industry, prompting an urgent call for up-to-date training in HE. (Howe and Cortvriend, 2022)Figure 1

A case study from Ravensbourne University London (figure 1) involved Digital Film Production students creating a short film using similar technology found in Hollywood production studios (figure 2). The intention was for the students to engage with the task with a multidisciplinary, practice-based learning experience, allowing them to explore the potentialities and limitations of the technology.Figure 2

The intended learning outcomes for this activity were:
1. to explore and experience the workflow and process of virtual production;
2. to collaboratively solve creative and technical challenges; and
3. to understand the need, and develop the ability, for continued learning, especially within the context of an evolving technology.
(Boutellier & Raptis, 2023)
As this was an experimental task using an emerging technology, it provided students with new transferrable skills and experience to carry over into the industry. Continuous tutor and peer assessment meant that not only could students take more ownership of their learning, it helped identify areas where students required support and where to remove the scaffolding as they were guided through Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978).
Student feedback from this activity showed that this catered to pragmatic learning styles where the ILO aligned with students’ need and enthusiasm to learn and train in areas that would benefit them in real-world problem solving. As it comprised of students with varying specialisms, there were different elements to this new technology that every learner could take away, such as Production Design students using this for previsualisation, or Game Design students gaining hands-on experience with the latest industry-standard hardware.

Final Thoughts
This research demonstrates that integrating practical learning into HE curricula - particularly in film and media programs - achieves two key outcomes. Educationally, it not only addresses students' pragmatic need to acquire industry-relevant knowledge and skills but also enhances the assessment process. Through experiential learning, students refine their abilities through formative assessments, which guide their development in real-world contexts. Additionally, summative assessments that evaluate professionally structured portfolios help students meet industry standards, ensuring their work aligns with the expectations of employers.
What it achieves for Employability, practical learning also addresses the growing need to bridge skill gaps created by emerging technologies and techniques, which require continuous knowledge development and training. To meet this demand, universities and industry institutions would benefit from closer collaboration, ensuring graduates are well-prepared to enter the expanding film and TV workforce.
However, this approach is not without its challenges - an issue I will explore in greater detail through my primary research findings. Key barriers include the high cost of technological infrastructure and the need to train educators on new hardware. In my findings, I will propose practical solutions to help overcome these obstacles.
Methodology
In this investigation, I have relied on qualitative data collection as opposed to quantitative; this allowed me to have a more in-depth understanding of each students’ individual experiences based on their engagement with the programmes. As I myself have previously undertaken the same programmes as these students, this approach could be considered as ‘Insider Inquiry’, in which a researcher already familiar with the field of study conducts an in-field investigation to acquire a broader selection of insights from students, mentors and professionals. 
My primary source of data collection came from my work placement at UWTSD with the Digital Media Production and Adventure Filmmaking students, where I engaged with the students via one-to-one tutorials, and assessed their learning during the programme modules. Through my working there, it also allowed me to partake in what is known as ‘Professional Discourse’ with fellow educators, my mentor, and established industry professionals. Kenneth Kong describes ‘Professional Discourse’ as spoken, written or visual communication used by trained professionals with specific fields. It reflects and shapes the social and professional contexts in which it occurs, serving transactional and interactional, as well as socialization and normative functions. (Kong, 2014). In the case of this placement, I acquired my findings through curricular review meetings, observing lectures from guest industry professionals, and conversations with peers throughout the day. 
Throughout the discussion of my findings, I will partly report in the first person when presenting the data from my qualitative research; as I have both partaken in these programmes as a student as well as delivered the content as a practitioner, I can indicate how the modules have been reviewed and changed over the years and subjectively interpret how effective the content engages with students. With the rest of my findings, I will compare my qualitative research with relevant areas of the literature review that back up the answers to the research question. 
My justification for this approach is twofold, both to highlight the benefits of practical learning and in field training through the findings of my case study, and to indicate any gaps in further and higher education curricula where improvements could be made in the curricula and educational practices. As suggested by Wilfred Carr, this educational research serves as a ‘practical science’; it seeks to generate rational knowledge that will have significant effect on how educational policies are shaped, and that the knowledge will also align with the expected Professional Standards (Carr, 2007.)


Results and Discussion
The ‘Creative Industries Review’ Module and its Effectiveness
As mentioned in my Methodology, the most hands-on investigation I conducted in my research was through ‘Professional Discourse’ during my placement with UWTSD in the Digital Media Production and Adventure Filmmaking Programmes. As my mentor was the person I spent the most time with during lectures and curricular review meetings, I was fortunate to receive the latest data on how the assessment strategies were decided and on the strengths and weaknesses of the current curriculum.
The ‘Creative Industries Review’ module was designed with two key aims: to provide students with insight into creative industry disciplines and practices through an arranged placement, and to develop their employability and career skills by developing a brand or a business idea. The Intended Learning Outcomes were written as follows:
· Critically evaluate the requirements of the creative industries through a specific role/area;
· Demonstrate the ability to conduct individual and independent research into their chosen field of work;
· Engage with the creative industries in a professional manner.
Some of the Indicative Content students could include were:
· Researching a specific aspect of the contemporary creative industries;
· Reflect on career aspirations and route map to attainment;
· Explore the roles within the creative industries;
· Engage with practitioners and companies to gain first-hand experience;
· Consideration of aspects of the creative industries such as roles, company structure, finances, working practices, and networking.
(UWTSD, 2024)
Students in this module were signposted to various potential employers to apply to for a placement, requiring a CV and a short statement about what they would hope to gain from the experience as well as how it would assist themselves and the company in the future. 
An example of one such employer was the Yr Egin creative hub in collaboration with UWTSD and S4C, who provided learning and shadowing opportunities such as assisting screenings and exhibitions, broadcasting, livestreaming, editing, and working closely with crew members and department heads.
As opposed to assessing the students based on the outcome of their assigned placements, the students were assessed based on the reflections of their learning experience in the form of a portfolio. This would include preliminary research into the chosen field of work and the employer, a critical evaluation of the requirements of the chosen field, their CV and application, and a report on their engagement of their employer in response to feedback given by their tutors and mentors.
This formative, reflective assessment aligns with Kolb's Experiential Learning Cycle. During their placement, students first engage in a ‘Concrete Experience’ through hands-on, practical learning. This is followed by ‘Reflective Observation’, where they receive ongoing feedback from tutors and mentors, encouraging them to critically evaluate their experiences. Next, through ‘Abstract Conceptualisation’, students refine their reflective portfolios by integrating new insights and adapting their thinking. Finally, ‘Active Experimentation’ is demonstrated through their improved performance during the placement, significantly enhancing their employability.

Input from Educators
The tutors of this module agreed that the reflective assessment method was well-suited to the Intended Learning Outcomes (ILOs). By evaluating students’ research, preparations, and critical reflections on their experiences, tutors were able to provide more targeted guidance on their strengths, weaknesses, and how to effectively apply their specialisms to placement roles. Additionally, the positive student engagement throughout the module demonstrated the effectiveness of the assessment strategy, while also highlighting areas for potential improvement based on student feedback.
During my ‘Professional Discourse’ amongst the tutors, a simple analogy of learning to drive a car was compared to this module. It is a balance between theory and practice, followed by learning to apply the theory into practice. The tutor plays the role of the driving instructor, whose job is to “facilitate the learning journey” and “carve the mechanics [of the curriculum] so that the student can focus on the enjoyment of it”.
[image: ]The students were encouraged to follow Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle when structuring their portfolios. Tutors explained that they viewed this model as more of an “upward spiral” rather than a linear looping process. Upon following the cycle, students will see continued improvement in their performance during placement work based on their ‘Conclusions’ of how previous tasks went, and the ‘Action Plans’ they develop for their future practices.
Tutors continued to state that the implementation of Gibbs’ cycle allowed “space to fail” without fear of penalisation during assessment, given that the focus is on the process and not the outcome. The cycle benefits these creative programmes in that no two portfolios from students will be the same, and that it builds in “flexibilities for student voice” and to “see things differently and maintain originality.” 
Referring back to the learning to drive analogy, McLeod’s outlining of the cycle agrees with the notion of connecting theoretical knowledge to practical experiences and how it will carry over into real-world problem solving. It also aligns with the aforementioned increasing demand for skills and knowledge in emerging technologies and techniques by employers, in that the reflective process is a means of adapting previous modes of thinking into new situations. This process of self-examination is beneficial when dealing with challenging situations (such as working as part of a film crew), helping students understand their emotional responces and potential areas for improvement. (McLeod, 2024)
McLeod, however, does also indicate that the usage of the cycle doesn’t guarantee a change in a student’s behaviours, assumtions or perspectives. Tutors of this module will stress the importance of implementing both an ‘Action Plan’ into future practical tasks, as well as the invaluable feedback given from placement mentors. Doing so will reinforce a student’s enjoyment and engagement with the module, thus creating enthusiasm to better themselves in their practice.

Input from Guest Alumni Speakers
Having met with and listened to guest alumni speakers, I could gauge the success rate of graduates in these programmes that enter into career paths relevant to their studies and training. Whilst I appreciated the fact that each student’s individual circumstances would vary, I would base these findings on the parallelism between what course the alumni studied (and the practical elements involved) and what line of work they progressed to.
Alumni speakers from the Adventure Filmmaking programme spoke most highly of the multitude of expeditions available to take part in, such as mountaineering in North Wales or climbing and abseiling in Spain. These expeditions not only covered outdoor/adventure education related skills such as first aid and catastrophic bleed qualifications, but also had video or photography related opportunities as a means of documenting the events.
Many of these expeditions and ‘practical lectures’ utilised the natural landmarks and local organisations at the university’s doorstep within South Wales. These included tracking Red Kites with telephoto lenses at a Carmarthenshire feeding station, high altitude photography at Crib Gogh, and training to use a high-end RED cinematic camera to document the Pembrokeshire Fire Spinners. 
This method of practical training and experiential learning attained high student engagement as it aligned with two of the Professional Standards:
· Develop and implement effective policies and strategies to support the delivery of effective learning, teaching and assessment.
· Promoting and facilitating effective provision to meet the needs of learners, employers and the local and national economy.
· Understand the importance of the Welsh culture and language as a bilingual nation
· Identifying and taking advantage of opportunities for the organisation (and colleagues) to celebrate the diverse culture of Wales and its place in the world.
(Educators Wales, 2024)
Not only do these ‘practical lectures’ pragmatically provide essential skills required in the Outdoor Education and Filmmaking sectors, but it also enlightens students to the facilities and landmarks available to them in their immediate area, both boosting the local economy in South Wales, and enabling graduates a potential ‘head start’ without having to go too far afield. 

Employability Challenges Post-Graduation  
What I also observed to be relatively common among the alumni speakers was, at that time, their current career paths were predominantly freelance in nature. They presented themselves as “Freelance Videographers” who produce material for independent businesses and organisations, or worked as instructors and guides for national parks. A typical aspiration among the Adventure Filmmaking students and alumni was to work for the BBC Natural History Unit and be part of the crews for the Planet Earth and Blue Planet series.
Though it is a common career progression to transition from freelance into employed work - after building an extensive portfolio - some students expressed a desire to already be in employed work after graduation through their assigned placements. I felt this showed a gap within these programmes that do not address the increasingly expanding and evolving film & TV industry, and inhibits a graduate’s ability to gain sustainable employment within this sector. 
A study run by ScreenSkills on skills shortages within scripted production highlights this very issue, and expresses a desire for a greater level of interaction between education providers and the industry to help build bridges into full-time work. Employers interviewed by ScreenSkills indicated that students needed to have more consistent fundamental understanding of roles, departments, career progression routes and set etiquette before entering industry. An argument was made that there ought to be more awareness made (even at school level) of the opportunities in the film & TV industry available to young people as commonly as more “mainstream” careers may be.

"Locally I'd like to see technical courses or schools more engaged. Younger people need to know about the broader range of jobs, especially like electricians and carpenters. The TV industry has been visible here since Game of Thrones, but people still don't know it's for them or how to get in."
(Howe and Cortvriend, 2022)
Whilst I agree with this study that awareness needs to be made at an early stage in education, alongside this there should be extra incentive and an attractiveness to the industry. In this new digital reawakening in the film & TV industry with emerging technologies and techniques of production, there will always be gaps emerging requiring new skill development that expand to a variety of related departments. The aforementioned case study of virtual Production at Ravensbourne University highlighted positive student engagement based on the effectiveness of the students’ collaborative group task, as well as how mixing students with relevant specialisms showed fast understanding of the emerging technology, ensuring their readiness for employability.


Conclusion and Recommendations
Having undertaken the Digital Media Production programme myself as an student, and from delivering the curriculum myself within my placement, I commend it’s effectiveness for positive student engagement and it’s encouragement of partaking in the opportunities it presents (through expeditions, practical lectures and the work placements). It’s structure and learning outcomes align with the benefits that can be achieved from following theoretical approaches like Kolb’s Experiential Learning, as well as assessment strategies such as Gibb’s Reflective Cycle for efficient formative and summative assessments of reflective learning and portfolio development.
However, in regard to the success rate of students landing into sustainable employment after graduation, there are less initiatives in place that prepare students for industry professionalism. As indicated by the ScreenSkills study, the gap in the bridge towards employment is very evident, and there is little motivation from educators or industry employers to push for this gap to be closed and address the skill shortages.
Setting aside considerations of budget, facilitation, and staff training required for curriculum changes, my primary recommendation is to establish a more direct collaboration between film studios and universities. This partnership would aim to guarantee full-time employment for graduates following their placements. The incentive for employers is clear: they would gain access to a pool of crew members who are already trained in the latest production technologies, having gained hands-on experience through their practical curriculum.
This initiative offers a dual benefit: it addresses the skills gaps emerging in the rapidly evolving film and TV industry, while significantly enhancing the employability of students who demonstrate industry-standard skills and professionalism.
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