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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Screen industry employers report that they are unable to recruit Received 9 October 2024
graduates with the right skills for entry-level roles in film and televi- Revised 24 January 2025

sion, citing a lack of business awareness and various “soft skills” as Accepted 24 March 2025
barriers to employment. Traditionally, such knowledge and skills are KEYWORDS

obtained through in-person work experience on set, but work experi- Serious games; educational
ence is usually unpaid and therefore inaccessible to many. However, games; skills gaps; screen
recent research in the use of applied/serious games has indicated that industries

situational skills training can be facilitated through these approaches.
This article offers an analysis of the design process behind a game-
based learning intervention and offers preliminary results, drawing on
questionnaire responses, interviews and an autoethnographic
account. We argue that a serious game can function as a meaningful
intervention, allowing potential new entrants to the screen industry to
understand the tasks and duties of particular job roles and improve
access to the development of skills and knowledge.

Introduction

Skills training and work-readiness in the UK screen industries has been a topic of concern,
debate and research for many years (Carey et al, 2017; Creative SkillSet, 2014). Around
106,000 people were employed in the UK film industry in 2021, with the production work-
force rising from 45,000 to 84,000 between 2012 and 2021 (BFI, 2022) but persistent shortages
in crew (ScreenSkills, 2021) have resulted in skills gaps and shortages, where “employers are
unable to fill key vacant posts due to a lack of suitable candidates” and “the extent to which
workers lack the skills necessary to perform their current jobs” (McGuinness et al., 2017, p. 8).
A skills audit by the BFI (2017) revealed that both employers and the workforce had raised
concerns regarding the provision of education and sector-specific skills training in the UK,
a finding confirmed by ScreenSkills (2021) which recognized persistent shortages in areas
such as production management, editors and storyboard artists. With film and TV production
continuing to grow, it is estimated that the UK screen industry will require between 15,130
and 20,770 additional full-time equivalent employees (FTEs) by 2025 (ScreenSkills/Nordicity/
Saffery Champness, 2022), thus adequate skills and training provision is needed not only to
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ensure that the industry has the talented workforce it needs to fulfil demand for production,
but to address the skills gaps and shortages that currently exist.

Skills gaps/shortages in film and TV

A range of issues have been identified as contributing to skills gaps and shortages in the film
and TV industry, some of which have been reported for a number of years, and often have
their roots in ingrained historical working practices, whereas others have appeared or
become exacerbated more recently. Skilled workers may leave due to poor working condi-
tions (Ozimek, 2021); older workers “age out” of the workforce with their relevant knowl-
edge and networks being lost (Hughes & Webber, 2023); early career workers are promoted
before they have the required skills, resulting in a skills shortage throughout the career chain
(Jones et al., 2022); and the freelance nature of many roles means that skills gaps and
shortages pose real threats to the continued success of the UK screen sector (J. P. Allen & de
Grip, 2007; BFI, 2023; Van Loo et al., 2001). More recent difficulties can also be seen as
a result of the UK’s exit from the European Union or aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic.
The 2021 ScreenSkills Assessment (ScreenSkills, 2021) found that nearly 38% of employers
felt COVID-19 had made it more difficult to offer on-the-job training and support for new
entrants, while the uncertainty around the industry caused by the pandemic increased the
likelihood that vulnerable workers would leave to find more secure employment elsewhere,
thus creating further skills gaps (Raising Films, 2021). Brexit has seen changes to funding
models and visa requirements that have negatively impacted the UK’s film and TV sector.
As O’Carroll (2023) points out: “The post-Brexit points system immigration system has, by
design, made it more difficult for those without qualifications to move to the UK to work” as
skilled workers from outside the UK may not have the paper qualifications to grant them
entry to the country to work in the sector. In addition to these changes, rapid advancements
in technology are also redefining media practices and in turn, the skills needed by the
industry. Virtual production, for example, a new way of creating film and TV content where
virtual environments are captured in real-time “in camera,” rather than added in post-
production (Willment & Swords, 2023), will require crews that are trained to work with
these new technologies

Generally, and certainly in a UK context, much of the focus on skills gaps relates to the
technical skills that are needed to perform a specific role. A 2014 Film Employer Panel
identified skills gaps in prosthetics, sound recording and health and safety awareness
(Creative Skillset, 2014), shortages that were again highlighted in a 2017 skills audit of the
UK screen industries (Carey et al., 2017). The 2017 British Film Institute (BFI) Future Film
Skills Action Plan highlighted that changes in technology were continuing to drive skills
gaps, an issue that was still visible in the latest BFI (2022). The 2017 Work Foundation skills
audit asked respondents about the preparedness of new entrants to the sector, talking about
the concept of being “set ready” rather than discussing specific job or technical skills. Being
set ready involved the following:

Soft skills, variously referred to as “personality,” “having the right attitude,” but also to “have
initiative” and “be a self-starter”

Technical engagement was seen as very important, particularly in front-line technical produc-
tion and post-production roles
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Broader knowledge of the film and screen industries and the production process

Ability to work collaboratively and excellent communication skills. (Carey et al., 2017, p. 22)

This emphasis on “soft skills,” communication and working collaboratively was also high-
lighted in the 2021 ScreenSkills Assessment (ScreenSkills, 2021), where some of the gaps
which employers identified as existing among junior crew were professional skills such as
teamworking, inter-personal skills and resilience (2021, p. 5), and the 2022 BFI skills review.
The definition of soft skills in much of the previous research is vague, and Jones et al. (2022)
suggest they are instead referred to as professional skills, noting the tendency to view soft
skills as secondary to technical skills. Indeed, research carried out by Jones et al. (2022)
identified the continuing need for professional skills among those working in film and TV,
with one Higher Education (HE) lecturer noting that:

the majority [of our employer forum] said that they value soft skills more than practical skills
... the exceptions were where there are people, for example, from really small independent
production companies where they want people that can shoot a bit, edit a bit. But interestingly
the majority of people have said that it’s actually much more about people skills, and initiative,
and can-do attitude . .. The way that my research came out suggested that HEs generally have
got more to do on the soft skills front and the job hunting fronts than the job doing front”
(quoted in Jones et al., 2022, p. 10)

Research states that the industry repeatedly calls for new entrants to have better interper-
sonal skills but despite the many practical further and higher education courses and training
programs available, employers and the workforce state that these do not always provide the
skills required (Animation, 2018; BFI, 2017; ScreenSkills, 2019). In particular, training was
criticized for not providing the professional skills required in the workplace, including
team-working, communication and confidence.

Training provision in the film and TV industry

Structural shifts in the sector over the last two decades have seen dramatic changes take
place in relation to skills development. Prior to the 1980s British television was traditionally
dominated by broadcasters who facilitated skills development and offered employees job
security (Grugulis & Vincent, 2009). Indeed, until the mid-1980s there were only three
recognized routes into the industry, with only two of those incorporating formal training:
entering the industry via friends or family already working there; attending the National
Film School or the BBC’s new entrant schemes; or undertaking a degree course (Cowle,
1989). Those entering the industry via these routes were offered what was essentially
a structured apprenticeship, providing training and mentoring while also enabling workers
to develop their broader knowledge about the industry (Jones et al., 2022). The publication
of the Peacock Report suggested that “the broadcasting industry was wasteful of resources
through over-manning and self-indulgent working practices” (Peacock, 1986, p. 532) and
the de-unionizing of the sector saw a shift to the casualization of employment and the
increased use of freelance labor which in turn led to a decrease in training budgets (Antcliff
etal., 2007). Polytechnics in the late 1970s had begun teaching specialist technical skills such
as video engineering, but as Cowle notes, “In virtually all cases . .. the course emphasis lay
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on education rather than vocational training; graduates of such courses were rarely suffi-
ciently skilled to be immediately employable without further training” (1989, p. 233).

The publication of a national film skills training strategy by Skillset and the UK Film
Council in 2003 attempted to address the lack of courses delivering vocational skills to equip
students to enter the industry by identifying a “select number of practice-based higher
education film courses throughout the UK that provide the skills, knowledge and experience
needed for individuals to confidently enter the industry direct from education” (Skillset/UK
Film Council, 2003, p. 18) and creating “a limited number of recognised centres of
excellence to provide appropriate, high-quality and relevant training” (Petrie, 2012,
p- 366). The strategy stated that there was “a clear distinction to be made between academic
study and vocational provision” (Skillset/UK Film Council, 2003, p. 17), with a clear
inference that it is “vocational provision,” rather than “academic study,” which would
serve to fill the skills gaps identified by the industry. The distinction between academic
and vocational education is still recognized nearly twenty years after the publication of the
Skillset/UK Film Council strategy, contributing to the confusion as to where responsibilities
lie for the development of sector skills (Jones et al., 2022)

The 2017 Work Foundation report on skills expressed mixed views on the quality of
training within the screen industries, noting that there were a multitude of offerings but
a lack of cohesion. This is reiterated by Jones et al. (2022) who identified 1,005 different
types of training, including undergraduate and postgraduate degrees, events, HNC and
HNDs, workshops, program-specific training, coaching, online modules, podcasts and
development programs.

Despite identifying the need to better prepare graduates of educational programs to enter
the industry, the lack of “set readiness” of those entering the industry still remains. Training
provision in the screen industry thus varies “widely from nationally accredited and recog-
nised courses such as courses provided by the National Film and Television School (NFTS)
to informal learning provisions during meetups, workshops or game jams” (Ozimek, 2021,
p- 25) and this fragmentation makes it increasingly difficult for those who are interested in
joining the sector to both find training and understand what skills might be required of
them at each stage in their career. Additionally, there are often barriers to developing these
skills for under-represented groups, compounded by the prevalence of “on-the-job” train-
ing, which is often obtained through unpaid work experience or internships which are
inaccessible to many (Jones et al., 2022). Research into film/media qualifications in the UK
indicates that even those registered on formal programs of study face difficulties in securing
work placements (K. Allen et al., 2013; Zborowski et al., 2024).

Use of applied games for training

Before the widespread adoption of computer games, researchers recognized the value of
play to improve film-making skills (Mukerji, 1977). Commercial Off the Shelf games from
Hollywood Pictures (Starbyte, 1995) to The Movies (Lionhead Studios, 2005) to Movies
Tycoon (PixelCraze, 2024) have taken a light-hearted approach to representing the film
industry. Recent research has indicated that situational skills training can be facilitated
through the use of applied/serious games and XR technologies. Connolly et al. (2012) found
that playing computer games is linked to a range of perceptual, cognitive, behavioral,
affective and motivational impacts and outcomes while Ebner and Holzinger argue
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“games are often closer to simulating real-life experiences than more traditional educational
media” (Ebner & Holzinger, 2007, p. 875). Game-style simulations are often-used in
training contexts where “virtual” mistakes do not have the risks associated with critical
impact of errors made in the real world, especially in medical and health contexts (Chen
et al., 2020; Shorey & Ng, 2021).

With advancements in game engines like Unreal Engine and Unity, game development
environments provide a virtual sandbox where learners can experiment with camera
operations, scene composition, and even editing, replicating the complexities of a live
production environment without the associated costs.

In combination with modeling and animation software such as Blender or Maya,
students can further hone their practical production skills by learning the intricacies of
virtual cameras. These programs allow users to manipulate depth of field, focal length, and
camera movements, providing direct parallels to real-world film equipment. For instance,
a student might animate a camera tracking shot or simulate crane movements, gaining
technical proficiency before stepping into a physical studio.

Other examples of “repurposing” software to develop production skills include the use of
Machinima - a technique that leverages video game graphics engines to create cinematic
productions. Through games like The Sims or Grand Theft Auto V, learners can practise
storytelling, camera placement, and scene blocking. Machinima acts as a practical exercise
in directing and cinematography, enabling users to learn camera framing, shot composi-
tion, and movement in a 3D space, much like they would on a film set but with more
flexibility and lower stakes (Payne, 2011).

Games have also been shown to foster soft skills crucial to the media industry.
Collaboration, communication, and problem-solving are central to game-based learning
environments. Greitemeyer and Osswald (2010) have demonstrated that cooperative game-
play enhances prosocial behaviors, which are directly transferable to teamwork in film
production. Additionally, platforms like Minecraft are used to simulate media production
workflows, enabling students to practise project management and collaboration in
a controlled, yet dynamic setting (Short, 2012).

As De Freitas (2006) notes, the social interactive dimension of game play can support
leadership, coordination and communication skills. World of Warcraft (a massive multi-
player online role-playing game), often requires players to work in teams, and research into
the game has shown how collaborative skills can be improved (Wang & Chen, 2012). Again,
Minecraft has also been used in schools to support learning across the curriculum, which
Hewett, Zeng and Pletcher point out promotes student “development, practice, and refine-
ment of Four Cs skills” that “ultimately helps prepare students for college and the work-
force” (Hewett et al., 2020, p. 361).

Educational games have been used in HE institutions to enable connections to be
made between theory and practice. In 2000, Glasgow Graduate School of Law at the
University of Strathclyde developed a virtual community which they used in their
professional legal practice training course (Maharg, 2004). Based in a virtual town,
a range of businesses, utilities, agencies and government organizations etc. provided
the backdrop for the course. Students were divided into “firms” of four trainee solicitors
and required to undertake a number of transactions on behalf of their virtual client,
such as the purchase and sale of a house, winding up of an estate for a private client,
personal injury negotiation. Maharg found that the game proved a very useful way of
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facilitating negotiation skills, with students noting in their reports that they needed to
take a more analytical attitude to facts and the law, while interpersonal skills like
delegation and teamwork were seen as a focus of learning. Similarly, lecturers at Graz
University of Technology developed a bespoke civil engineering game designed to
supplement lectures (Zechner & Ebner, 2011). The game provides problems based
around structural theory which students have to solve in a specific amount of time,
with levels of difficulty represented by different structures like simple beams, cantilever
games and arched hinges. Analysis of students’ posttest results suggested that there was
a significant improvement in the learning outcome of all students in general. When
providing oral feedback students called the game “addictive” and “well done” and felt
that it had been a “great learning-tool.” Given the possibilities offered through educa-
tional games coupled with issues around accessing work experience and on-set training
in the film and TV industry we designed and developed an educational game - Play
Your Way Into Production - primarily for use in further and HE settings. Play Your
Way Into Production is the first game of its kind to offer a gamified simulation of the
experience of working on a TV set and is designed to help develop a range of profes-
sional and situational skills which might otherwise be traditionally gained through work
experience. The game deliberately avoids trying to address practical skills such as camera
operation or sound recording techniques in order to concentrate on the interpersonal
skills required to act confidently and competently within a production crew on set,

Co-creating play your way into production
The collaboration

Play Your Way into Production’ is a collection of digital educational resources to support
skills development and employability for new entrants to the screen industry workforce,
and comprises:

¢ A scenario-based educational game based around a virtual TV studio

e A VR experience that allows users to explore and interact with the virtual TV studio,
which includes detailed information the studio equipment and roles of crew members

¢ Downloadable “character cards” outlining all the crew members who appear in the
game detailing their skill-sets, roles and responsibilities

o Short filmed interviews with film/TV students and recent graduates working in the
industry

e A freely available Educational Resource Package (ERP)? for educators with suggested
learning activities focussed on the skills and competencies developed in the game

Play Your Way Into Production (PYWIP) was co-created through an interdisciplinary
collaboration between academic researchers and an independent production company
under the auspices of the skills and training workstream of the Screen Industries Growth
Network (SIGN).? The production company One to One Development Trust” is an inde-
pendent charitable arts organization who use film, game and extended reality (XR) to break
down barriers and increase opportunities and aspiration.
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Research-led design

An academic advisory board of researchers from UK HE Institutions steered the
development and design of the materials to ensure that it was underpinned by relevant
research on a) previously identified skills gaps in the screen industry and b) the design
of educational games and active-learning pedagogies. A structured series of academic
advisory board meetings in collaboration with the game development team ensured
that academic input could be considered throughout the design and development
process. This allowed the game development to be actively and responsively shaped
by practical, up-to-date learnings from reflections on the experience of teaching
students in film and TV production courses. In addition, this collaborative approach
facilitated the immediate and timely incorporation of insights from research being
undertaken simultaneously by the SIGN team on skills gaps and training needs in the
UK film and TV industries.

Identified skills gaps

Previous research conducted through SIGN carried out 27 semi-structured interviews with
a range of screen industry stakeholders, including training providers, production compa-
nies and employers, identified a number of themes relevant to new entrants in the screen
industries (Jones et al., 2022; Willment et al., 2024). The most salient of these were:

e Attitudes - some new entrants refused to accept criticism or suggestions for further
improvement as they had obtained an undergraduate degree and felt they knew all they
needed to.

¢ Industry knowledge - a perception among training providers was that graduates knew
how to write, edit or operate a camera but didn’t understand the industry as a whole or
how different roles worked together.

¢ Mental health and wellbeing - the industry can be demanding with long hours and
high expectations and knowing about these issues as well as how to maintain a work-
life balance and be resilient was identified as important.

o Professional skills (a.k.a. soft skills) - knowledge, and specifically technical knowl-
edge, was seen as less important than being able to work in a team, communicate
effectively or be assertive.

The skills gap areas identified here, which echo those identified in recent focussed research
(e.g. Animation, 2018; BFI, 2017, 2023; Carey et al., 2017; Jones et al., 2022; ScreenSkills,
2019) formed the framework of skills that the game would seek to develop and underpinned
the curation of scenarios for the situational learning approach adopted. We chose not to
work with industry professionals on the design of the game in order to focus on the skills
gaps identified by other research and avoid developing a game that is particular to only one
studio’s needs.

Game design principles

Games design theories are closely associated with the design and rationale for game-
based learning. Gee (2003, 2007) asserts that good games incorporate good learning
principles, which are supported by current research in cognitive science. The PYWIP



8 (&) J.BRERETON ET AL.

game was developed around a selection of design principles chosen to support and
underline the overall aim of situational learning and skills development as it aims to
facilitate awareness and familiarization of the studio environment, work practises and
professional relationships rather than teach players how to use specific items of kit. The
design principles chosen were:

e Agency (Murray, 1997) is the process of self-discovery and player autonomy. In good
games, players are in control; they seek out tasks and decide how best to achieve them,
and, when faced with conflict and combat, learn how to overcome them.

¢ Stored simulations (Gee, 2003; Reeve, 2011) In games players form mental associa-
tions and make connections between “stored simulations” of previous experiences and
adapt and apply these to new experiences. In cognitive terms, this is pattern recogni-
tion - the process of forming associations between objects. This applies to experiences
and situations within a single game, as well as developing experience that translates to
subsequent game titles.

¢ Reflection (Iacovides et al., 2022) is an important first step for addressing attitudes and
supporting behavior change, but often overlooked in game-based learning. Providing
players with an opportunity to role-play within a relevant context promotes reflection.

e Situated Cognition (Brown et al., 1989) argues that knowledge is fundamentally
linked to the activity, context, and culture in which it is developed and used. They
critique traditional educational practices that treat knowledge as abstract and detach-
able from situations, suggesting that this limits the effectiveness of learning. The idea of
“cognitive apprenticeship” as a way to better integrate learning with specific contexts.
This method aims to make full use of the social and physical contexts to enhance
learning, emphasizing that skills should be taught in authentic situations that reflect
how the knowledge will be used in real life. Comparisons between simulation-based
training and lecture-based education in teaching situational awareness have shown
that simulations are more effective, particularly in improving perception skills essential
for time-sensitive, critical decision-making roles (Chang et al., 2017; Zarraondia et al.,
2015).

The play your way into production game

The PYWIP game is set in a virtual film/TV studio where the fictitious Pink Sprout
Productions are making a CGI-rich dinosaur documentary. The game features a film studio
populated by 17 crew members with varied backgrounds and experience, a green room
containing a kitchen area and office equipment, and an outside area with a catering van.
Small details were intentionally included to enhance the studio context including real
posters on the corridor wall, changes in the weather, and the in-game camera monitor
playback screen reflecting the scene being filmed (situated cognition).

Players are given a number of tasks to complete and scenarios to navigate that
reflect some of those that might be encountered when working on set (stored
simulations) all of which are based on the lived experience of those working in
the industry. The game-play takes place over the course of a day - morning,
afternoon and evening - and each phase is triggered following the completion of
a set number of tasks. Players are presented with a number of options as a response
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CHOOSE A ROLE

Please select which role you would like to join the crew in

Jo i o Alex

Runner / \ Sound Trainee
Trainee Grip

Your role will involve charging batteries, looking after headphones, cables and kit. You may be asked to attach radio mics or
use the boom mic to record background sounds

RETURN TO THE MAIN MENU

Figure 1. Roles participants can choose to play.

to each scenario-based task, one of which can be to ignore the request. Some
options trigger immediate feedback (e.g. choosing to “google” a piece of information
results in a reminder that there is no phone signal in the studio) whereas most
result in game-play continuing (agency). Feedback on player interactions with char-
acters in the game, and all tasks and scenarios encountered is summarized when the
player receives an appraisal at the end of the game from their line-manager.

As well as playing the game, players can explore technical equipment and props; selecting
an item brings it up in 365 degree view mode with text-based info on its specification and
uses (Probing). While exploring the set, players are able to eavesdrop on conversations
between other characters/crew-members about different aspects of working in the industry
(Industry Knowledge).

The game offers players a choice to play as one of three different entry-level roles —
a runner, a sound trainee or a trainee grip — all of which allows them to experience different
elements of working on a set, undertake various tasks relevant to the role and interact with
different characters (see Figure 1).

Requiring players to choose a role supports and encourages player reflection by a)
providing relevant context for the role and thus the tasks they are likely to encounter and
b) offering some distance from their own personal, subjective identity (cf. Iacovides et al.,
2022). Interactions with non-playable characters (NPCs) form the basis for tasks players
were required to complete. These are presented as scenarios in which the player is presented
with a request and options to choose from, some of which affect the immediate storyflow
(Figure 2) and all of which affect the feedback offered (reflection, situated cognition) to
players at the end of the game (Figure 3).
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2

WHAT NOW?

N owers
[

Figure 2. Scenario participants were faced with while playing as Hazar.

FEEDBACK

Wiley Marquis - Sound Mixer

"Hazar didn't want to do a task for me this morning involving a drive into town, which was fine, but did cause some delays getting set
up. Hazar volunteered to help do a sound check despite being out of their comfort zone. They agreed to mic up the Presenter but
didn't do a great job of it, which didn't help Evalyn's mood - but at least they gave it a try. When their phone went off during the shoot,
they dealt with it swiftly and apologised - they won't make that mistake again in the future. Haseena told me Hazar challenged a sexist
comment made by Nick this evening - quite a brave thing to do.

Hazar completed some tasks and was quite helpful. One crew member had some very positive things to say about their efforts. They
seemed fairly pro-active and interacted with 5 different members of the crew. They reported a potential hazard on set, which was well-
spotted.”

RETURN TO THE TITLE SCREEN

VIEW ONLINE EDUCATION RESOURCES ~ SEND FEEDBACK ABOUT THE GAME

Figure 3. Feedback offered to participants playing as Hazar dependent on scenario options selected.

PYWIP Educational Resource Pack

An Educational Resource Pack (ERP) was developed to support further reflection and
understanding around the skills and competencies highlighted in the PYWIP game.

The ERP was designed with three “learner personas” in mind: an “independent
learner” who wants to know more about getting into the screen industry; an
“educator” working with a group of students at school/college/university; an “indus-
try professional” who might use the resource to support EDI work within their
organization. The design and development of the ERP was co-created by educators
and student learners, through a series of game development open sessions, input
from the Academic Advisory group, and a focussed teaching resource co-
development session, to which students and staff were invited.

The ERP (https://subjectguides.york.ac.uk/PYWIP-ERP) includes:

— A brief overview of the characters that players encounter in the game
- An individual online “professional skills audit” which learners can complete before and
after using the game/ERP (see section 3 for more details)
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— A description of the game scenarios and the skills and competencies to which they seek
to develop

- 11 themed learning ‘'modules’ that focus on developing specific competencies link to
the game scenarios

- Links to curated external web-based resources for further consideration

Link to competencies

The ERP was developed in response to finding from our previous research on skills gaps in
the UK film and TV industries

The industry repeatedly calls for new entrants to have better interpersonal skills such as team
working, communication skills and confidence - the “soft skills” discussed in this section. But
these skills are difficult to learn, especially for those from under-represented groups who
already face barriers to starting and developing a career .. .(Jones et al., 2022, p. 10)

Based on this research nine key competencies were identified — Teamwork, Initiative, Self-
motivation, Assertiveness, Leadership, Working under pressure/coping with stress, Self-
awareness, Decision making, Communication - and mapped to the playable scenarios
included in the PYWIP game (see Table 1).

Learning modules

The resource pack includes 11 discrete learning modules, with each suggested module
activity lasting approximately 50 minutes. To keep the learning experience engaging, we
included suggestions of gamified activities that help explore and apply the theme of each
module. The ERP is designed to be used flexibly by learners and educators as the learning
modules can be used in any order, and can be used in combination with other modules or
individually as required.

Evaluation of the play your way into production (PYWIP) game and
Educational Resource Pack (ERP)

Methodology

A inductive/deductive hybrid thematic approach (Proudfoot, 2023) was used to evaluate the
experience of students and lecturers using the PYWIP game and the ERP in a UK HE
setting, through collecting data within teaching sessions, an auto-ethnographic account and
interviews.

Lecturers (L1 and L2) at two HE institutions were asked to identify an existing module,
such as one focused on professional practice, media, culture and the creative industries, or
media methods, from current undergraduate BA degree programs, in which they could
teach a seminar based on the PYWIP resources. They were given free rein to choose which
resources from the ERP to use and how they wanted to use them, based on their knowledge
of their students’ abilities, their own interactions with industry and their preferred teaching
style. Students were informed that they did not have to take part in the research, and if they
did take part that there was no right or wrong feedback, or expectation that students would
view the game positively.
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Table 1. Example mapping of game scenario to professional skills competencies in the ERP.

Scenario 1- Find the C-stand 2 - Feeling on the outside 5- Working the Photocopier
Main playable  Jo - Production Assistant Jo - Production Assistant Hazar - Sound Assistant Trainee
Character

Teamwork By facilitating the workflow to the Being proactive, maintaining open Helping out to get the job done
crew as the tools will be where communication channels, together, “having the team’s
needed. follow the plan back.”

Initiative Action to get the job done, by By offering a hand to different To accept the task even though it
Googling what a C-stand is or departments (rigging gear, is not essentially part of their
asking for guidance. organising props, testing actual job. Reorganise the

devices, etc), projecting being copies to facilitate things for

approachable and open to give  Erica and the actors.
support as needed.
Self-motivation to support the team as needed not require an invitation to make As a soundie it's not really their

and learn things that might be themselves part of the circle, role to make script copies, but it
unfamiliar to them. seek feedback from senior is very valuable that they can
members of staff, ask questions  support the team with that
to learn the craft. task.

Assertiveness Making sure that they get the right Remain grounded, focused and in Appreciate Brett's comment.
piece of gear, timely. constant communication. Focusing on reorganising the

copies without hesitation.

Leadership Modelling initiative and self Offer creative solutions to Hazar might want to give Erica, if
confidence to other junior crew challenges, share knowledge they consider it beneficial,
members. Fostering trust and with other peers. a heads up that the photocopier
modelling delegating to senior has a glitch so the next person
crew members to ease the to use it won't have the same
workflow and get the job done. issue.

Working under  Being new on set can be very Ability to switch to different tasks Remaining calm and focused to
pressure/ daunting, so remaining open to  and adapt to changes in reorder the copies as quickly as
coping with listen for instructions and schedule while remaining possible, and smoothly hand
stress confident that they are learning ~ grounded, motivated and them to Erica.

and will get the job done. focused.

Self-awareness  Identifying gaps in own skills/ Of what their role involves, Knowing the value of their role, as
knowledge and being open to boundaries of what they are well as the value of giving
learn. Being open to new expected to do and expected a hand outside of their main
experiences and potential not to do. Knowing their own duties. Know if they can or
challenges that come with strengths and challenges. cannot accept taking on a task.

starting a new job.
Understanding their valuable
contribution to the project.
Decision To take up on the role or drop the Awareness of risk assessment to  To accept the task or not, reorder
making request. make informed decisions, the copies or not.
consult with supervisors before
making big decisions.

Communication Asking for clarification when/if Procuring to stay on the same Brett’s acknowledgement -
needed. page to avoid assuming they know that Hazar

misunderstandings and is a soundie - of Hazar's
unnecessary stress, actively valuable support and initiative.
listening to others, requesting Hazar might realise that it is
clarification if needed, worth asking staff for more
expressing their needs to be details on where a printer (or
able to perform their role any device) is and care to read
efficiently (for example, asking any instructions the next time
for an updated, printed they engage in a task external
schedule). to their role.

The taught seminar sessions were at least 120 minutes long and a total of 16
students took part. Participants were split evenly between male and female students
and were in their 1st or 3rd year of study. The majority had no previous work
experience in the film or TV industry despite being enrolled on a media studies
course.
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At the beginning of the taught seminar students were asked to complete the online skills
audit (https://york.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_78TLMCEcobjRdci) that we developed to
provide each student with an opportunity to self-assess their own professional skills and
knowledge of the Screen Industry, and to help introduce the focus of the teaching session.
Our PYWIP skills audit is based on the Worklink Skills and Values Assessment Tool
(WLSVA) (Dershem, 2020) a validated tool designed to measure skills development
among youth and young adults, which is organized in three major Construct Groupings:
“Soft Skills” (e.g. thinking and Planning Skills), “Earning Skills” (e.g. Entrepreneurship
Skills) and “Civic Values” (e.g. Social Inclusion & Justice’). Five additional statements were
included to gauge respondents’ knowledge and understanding of the Screen Industry
specifically:

e T am aware of the variety of roles in the Screen Industries.

I understand how the different roles in Film and TV Production relate to each other.

e I am aware of the different types of specialist equipment used in Film and TV
Production.

¢ I am aware of the challenges that some people may face in the Screen industries.

e T am aware of the positive and rewarding aspects of working in Film and TV.

Interviews

A week after one of the seminar sessions took place we interviewed L1 who delivered the
teaching session using PYWIP and the ERP. The interview lasted for 30 minutes, and was
transcribed and coded using the inductive/deductive hybrid approach. Exploratory ques-
tions focussed on how they used the game, what they found useful, what ERP modules they
used (if any), and if they thought the game could help students who want to work in the
industry.

One interview was also carried out with an industry professional who had down-
loaded the game from the PYWIP website. This interview lasted for 35 minutes and
was transcribed and coded using the inductive/deductive hybrid approach.
Exploratory questions focussed on what skills gaps they had seen in their sector, if
they used the game, what they found useful and if they thought the game could help
students who want to work in the industry. This is a limited sample and we are
hoping to seek further industry engagement in future to fully assess the suitability of
the game in helping students to develop appropriate skills.

Analytic autoethnography

Two of the three seminars were taught by the Research Associate involved in designing the
PYWIP game and ERP (L2), and as such required an autoethnographic approach to data
collection. Autoethnography, as Méndez notes, “can range from research about personal
experiences of a research process to parallel exploration of the researcher’s and the parti-
cipants’ experiences” (Méndez, 2013, p. 281). This article follows Anderson’s model of
analytic autoethnography which includes:

(1) complete member researcher (CMR) status, (2) analytic reflexivity, (3) narrative visibility of
the researcher’s self, (4) dialogue with informants beyond the self, and (5) commitment to
theoretical analysis. (Anderson, 2006, p. 378)


https://york.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_78TLMCEcobjRdci
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As the Research Associate was both a member of the research team at the University
of York and an hourly paid lecturer at one of the institutions where the game was
used within teaching delivery, they were able to transcend “empirical data to gain
insight into some broader set of social phenomena than those provided by the data
themselves” (Anderson, 2006, p. 387) - in this case the use of an educational game for
teaching skills required by the screen industry. They made notes on a mobile phone
app during the seminar and wrote a more detailed description of the seminar,
students’ reactions and their own thoughts about the game and ERP following each
seminar.

Results and discussion

» «

Results are presented here under three broad inductive themes: “game efficacy,” “engage-
ment with the ERP” and “contextualising the game”. Deductive themes from the game design
principles and skills gaps areas are highlighted in (bold).”

Game efficacy
Lecturers started the seminar by introducing the game and its development context to
the students, who were then left to explore it on their own (probing). Both lecturers
noted that they gave no explicit instructions on how the game should be played, but
both told students to play through the game as at least one of the entry-level roles. Once
they had done that they were free to play as another character or explore other aspects
of the game such as the crew profiles or interviews (agency). Students progressed at
their own pace throughout the game, with the research assistant (L2) noting that the
3rd-year students needed some more guidance due to the language barrier (the students
who attended this seminar were solely international students). The other cohorts
navigated the game with ease, although one 3rd year student felt that a map should
be included as it was difficult to find out where they needed to go to complete certain
tasks (agency).

Once students had played through the game at least once a break was called, and in
the second part of the seminar a discussion was held around the issues brought up in the
game, guided by the ERP. Asked how they used the ERP, the lecturer (L1) said:

The short version is I went in and I picked the bits that I thought were the best and would work
best with my cohorts. So I wanted something that would ... that they would see was relevant
but also was potentially kind of fun. So I was kind of going for balance and engagement and
a bit of information.

Students appeared engaged with the game, with several 1st year students across both
seminars viewing the additional resources after they had played the game once, and felt it
was a valuable tool. L1 noted that “there wasn’t any kind of cynicism toward . . . the game or
the scenario, you know, it seemed like people could genuinely see this is a good way of
learning about the stuff that goes beyond the technical elements of ... a role” (situated
cognition, attitudes) while L2 highlighted feedback from a student who said “I like how
even though I played it [the game] wrong I still learned stuff.” This student deliberately
chose scenario responses which were the least appropriate (agency, reflection), including
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refusing to get out of the presenter’s chair, ultimately being asked to leave the set but still felt
that the game was helpful in developing their knowledge (industry knowledge).

Feedback from students was thus broadly positive: the game was “useful,” “interesting”
and “good for seeing what it’s like” (stored simulations), suggesting that the game could be
an effective tool for addressing skills gaps identified by the research. Lecturers also felt that
the scenarios in the game coupled with the activities from the ERP could provide students
with a bank of examples or scenarios that they could use in future job interviews (industry
knowledge).

Feedback from industry was more mixed. The game format style was criticized for being
too “visually robotic,” its “Sims-like nature” and “clunkiness” making it challenging to
navigate (situated cognition) and the industry professional (IP) felt that a top-down, 2D
animation which focused on the conversations would be a better approach. The tasks were
praised however, with IP noting:

not having a map worked well, because that showed that I had to use initiative, like in the
beginning I had to find out where that C stand is. 've worked in a camera department, I had
a rental company, I'm like, “okay, maybe it’s in a truck outside” and I was like “no, actually,
they would have loaded stuff in.” So that was interesting. (industry knowledge)

On the whole the scenarios reflected IP’s personal experience, and their own knowledge
allowed them to suggest additional scenarios which could aid students’ professionalism, such
as signing NDAs and choosing whether to take photos of stars on set (reflection, agency).

Engagement with ERP

Both lecturers chose elements from two different ERP modules, one covering com-
munication and the other assertiveness, and adapted these for use in the sessions. As
L2 noted:

I know the game really well and I had an idea of what scenarios might work in a session where
I hadn’t taught the students before and didn’t know their depth of knowledge and experience.
I went through the modules and decided I wanted to look at communication but I also really
like the scenario between Hazar and Nick and use that to discuss different people you can
communicate with if you’re in that situation on set and don’t feel comfortable about calling
someone out. The communication and assertiveness modules had aspects I could choose to be
able to include that scenario.

Students were able to highlight examples of good and bad communication (reflection, atti-
tudes) within the game which were then used to facilitate discussion. Both lecturers used the
“director’s dilemma” exercise in which two lead actors have creative differences while filming an
important scene. Students were asked to discuss how they would resolve this, what commu-
nication skills they might use and why. Students engaged with the activity, explaining why they
might include the full cast and crew in the conversation, film two versions and decide which was
best, or take the actors to a private room to discuss the scene, which for L1 led into a broader
discussion about different management styles (professional skills).

Lecturers were also asked to reflect on their use of the ERP, particularly regarding
whether they thought it was a useful resource to use alongside the game. L1 thought it
was, not only because it was efficient and saved them time but because of the way it was
structured, with high level practical skills and more in-depth scenarios (industry knowl-
edge). L1 highlighted the reasons behind why they felt it was useful, saying:
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before the session it was actually quite useful, partly for, like, the hyperlinks for the consent
forms and stuff, I put them all on [our institution’s virtual learning environment] that they
could navigate through. I copied and pasted sort of judiciously chosen bits of the text from the
ERP pages, you know, that gives you sort of background and categories of different kinds of
communication, and so on. And I put those on [VLE] pages so that I didn’t have to sort of go
through it verbatim. But the students had it there and for sort of catering a little bit for
neurodiversity, and so on. I wanted . . . I was sort of telling the students what we were doing, but
also, if they needed it, they had it there on a page so they could go back and say, “Okay, that’s
what we’re supposed to be doing.” (mental health and wellbeing)

Both lecturers felt the ERP was a useful resource which could smoothly be slotted into
existing modules. L1, in particular, felt that the ERP was “a bit of a gift” because the
resources “slide quite easily into sessions” while L2 noted that having pre-written modules
was helpful for teaching students they hadn’t previously been engaged with.

Neither of the lecturers used the additional resources — such as interviews or crew
profiles — provided on the PYWIP website in their seminars. However, L2 suggested them
as a resource students could engage with if they finished playing the game as one character
while L1 noted that some students watched the interviews without being prompted to
(agency). L2 suggested that time was a factor:

I wanted the students to play at their own speed without rushing them. They’ve got the option
to explore the set, pick up bits of kit and see what they’re used for, as well as carrying out the
tasks and while there is a timer in the game the point of it isn’t to finish as quickly as possible.
(probing) Asking the students to look at the other resources once they’d finished playing one
character meant they could do things at their own pace, especially because I was going to spend
the second half of the session going through a module (or parts of two modules) that are
suggested to take 50 minutes). Maybe I prioritised the module over what I thought could have
been useful? But then the crew profiles and videos are more about getting into the industry and
would work better with a module like getting your foot in the door or leadership.(industry
knowledge)

Contextualising the game

Both lecturers discussed how they had contextualized the game in relation to the research
carried out by SIGN, highlighting to students that they were testing the game and how
useful it was. As L2 wrote, reflecting on their session:

It was important for me to make clear my role in the development of the game and to express
that we were interested in their [the students’] responses because we want to know if the game
works. If not then that’s a research finding in itself.

The background to the game is only briefly mentioned in the ERP introduction module,
however, and isn’t highlighted in any of the modules (industry knowledge). L1 suggested
that including that either in the ERP or as a brief intro card as you enter the game could be
valuable to highlight the game is grounded in what the industry needs rather than a generic
skills exercise (industry knowledge, professional skills), making it more relatable to
specific modules and to students’ career plans.

Feedback from the first three seminars was therefore broadly positive from both the
students and the lecturers who agreed that the game helped them address the skills gaps
identified in the research. Indeed, L1 noted that was its major virtue:
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imagine if you've gone through your whole degree, and this is like your first working
experience. And all of a sudden, like the ground would shift beneath you. It’s like, okay, so
I know all this stuff about editing and camera but I don’t understand the flow of working on
a set. So yeah, ... I think in that respect, that’s kind of the game’s USP for me in a way.(industry
knowledge, mental health and wellbeing)

Feedback from industry also offered suggestions for situating the game in an academic
context. IP felt that the game was too basic for anyone who has been on more than 2 or
3 film sets but could work as part of a year one degree course accompanied by set
experience, as “If you don’t know this stuff by 3rd year you’re in trouble. You're really
in trouble, because the competition for jobs is massive.” As has been highlighted by
research (Jones et al., 2022) many students are unable to get on-set experience unless
they are in a privileged position, such as having family members already working in
the sector. This quote highlights the gulf between industry and access that students
have to practical experience in the sector and exemplifies the need for a game like
PYWTP.

Limitations and future work

The initial study has highlighted a number of challenges and issues for future investigation
in developing the game and educational resources further. The presence of international
students in one seminar necessitated additional guidance due to potential language barriers,
highlighting the importance of ensuring inclusivity and accessibility in educational activ-
ities. The lack of explicit instructions for gameplay may also have led to confusion or
uncertainty among students, particularly those less familiar with game-based learning.
Clearer guidance on gameplay could enhance the overall experience.

Despite the availability of additional resources such as interviews and crew profiles,
lecturers did not effectively integrate them into the seminars and the industry professional
only engaged with two or three of the video interviews and none of the educational
resources. This underutilization suggests a missed opportunity to enrich the learning
experience and could be addressed through better incorporation strategies. More work is
required to determine why users failed to utilize these additional resources

Efforts to contextualize the game within the screen industries and research could be
strengthened, particularly in emphasizing this aspect during the ERP introduction.
Strengthening the connection between the game and industry needs could enhance its
relevance and impact, and there are opportunities to take the game into schools or FE
colleges to test with a younger cohort. The allocation of time for playing the game versus
engaging with additional resources and discussions was not optimal. Balancing the pacing
of activities and ensuring sufficient time for reflection and discussion could improve the
overall effectiveness of the sessions. Issues also arose following the seminars, where attempts
to get students to complete the PYWIP skills audit again and take part in a focus group were
unsuccessful. As such, we were unable to monitor students’ skills development before and
after playing the game and engaging with the learning resources and were unable to assess
any change in scores calculated and discussed in the context of the WLSVA (Dershem,
2020) validity measures.

Several areas of the game design have been identified for further development of the
game such as: improving digital accessibility, producing similar games based on different
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working environments including live events, theater or a Virtual Production studio. The
critical authenticity of the game requires robust engagement with industry to ensure that
the scenarios are both credible and useful.

Conclusion

A pedagogical approach to gamified simulation harnesses the cognitive benefits associated
with gameplay situations. Play Your Way Into Production is designed to encourage users to
probe and store simulations applicable to future real-world situations requiring familiarity,
confidence, agency, and choice-making. A simulation environment promotes exploration
and risk-taking that would be too costly in real life, potentially leading to loss of face,
earnings, or employment opportunities. Lowering real-world stakes expands the space for
reflexivity and learning.

Lecturers have played a pivotal role in situating the game and ERP within the broader
screen industries context and specific research objectives. By emphasizing the purpose
of testing the game’s potential usefulness, students were encouraged to actively partici-
pate and provide valuable feedback. The decision not to give explicit gameplay instruc-
tions fostered autonomy and curiosity. Despite some language barriers, the overall
impact on student engagement was positive, with most cohorts navigating the game
with ease.

Lecturers effectively utilized the ERP by selecting and adapting modules that aligned with
learning objectives and cohort needs. This tailored approach balanced relevance, engage-
ment, and essential information while catering to diverse learning styles. ERP integration
facilitated meaningful discussions on communication and assertiveness, offering practical
scenarios to enhance learning outcomes.

The combination of the game and ERP effectively addressed skills gaps identified in the
research. Feedback from students and industry highlighted the game’s value in providing
insights beyond technical roles within the screen industries. Its interactive nature encour-
aged students to engage deeply with scenarios and reflect on their experiences, leading to
a stronger understanding of industry practices and challenges. Lecturers and industry
professionals noted its unique ability to bridge theoretical knowledge and practical
application.

While initial responses were positive, there are areas for improvement and further
research. Underutilized resources, such as interviews and crew profiles, could be better
integrated into future sessions. Incorporating additional SIGN research into the ERP or
game introduction would enhance its relevance and application in industry settings.
Continued data collection from students, lecturers, and industry professionals will be
key to evaluating the long-term effectiveness of the game and ERP in addressing skills

gaps.

Notes

1. https://playyourwayintoproduction.com/

2. https://subjectguides.york.ac.uk/PYWIP-ERP/

3. https://screen-network.org.uk/work/skills-training/
4. https://onetoonedevelopment.org/
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5. An earlier version of these results were presented at the European Conference on Game Based
Learning and published in the conference proceedings. This article builds on this by expanding
the dataset and analysis, including data collected from industry.
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