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"Acting in the final scene of a Hollywood Ending allows students to learn from the  
most fundamental of therapeutic learning principles; act it and you will become it." 

 
BY L INDA FLANDERS AND DOROTHY HALLA-POE 
 
Using the movie-making process as a learning and teaching tool for students is much larger than simply making a movie. Not 
that movies aren't wonderful. They are. Movie-makers are the storytellers of today. When we get involved in a movie, for that 
brief period of time, we are living completely in the present moment. We are able to experience, vicariously, what is happening 
on the screen. 
 

Allowing students to make their own movie is a creative experience and can develop excellent skills. We use the 
movie-making process not just as a tool for behavioral change but specifically as a way to re-teach early childhood 
developmental skills, skills that can be examined and practiced. It's a way for us to rekindle and relearn those essential qualities 
that allow us to mature emotionally. We can create our own happy endings. 

 
We have developed the movie-making process to include the four essential elements of childhood development. This is 

based on a detailed assessment created by Dr. Stanley Greenspan for clinicians, explaining the essential human core in terms of 
early childhood brain development- what age we go through it, what the process encompasses and what behaviors are expressed 
when we fail to successfully navigate through one of these processes. We have taken these four core processes of development 
and incorporated them into the movie-making process. 

 
From birth to four months, we humans are learning to make attachments to another person and become engaged in the 

world. We learn to love and become part of the world, rather than to view other people as things. We learn that our needs will 
be met. Simply put, we learn to trust. 

 
The movie-making process incorporates these developmental skills. The movie itself becomes the engaging factor. We have 

yet to find a student who does not want to be part of making a movie. It's fun and exciting to see ourselves become larger than 
life. We live in a culture where movie stars are our idols and suddenly we offer students the opportunity to become the star in 
their own movie. We adults are the producers of the movie, and without the producer, the movie won't get made. Both actors 
and producers need and rely upon each other to get the movie made. This is a process that encourages the development of trust 
and it puts a huge amount of responsibility on the shoulders of the adult who chooses to guide the students. It is essential to 
follow through and produce a movie once you begin. The quality of the movie is not the point; it is the process of making it that 
produces the developmental skills. Experience will create better movies, but the ability to develop trust is a one-time event with 
students who may lack this concept in their lives. 
 

The Second Developmental Phase 
 
 During the ages of four to eight months infants make great advances in their ability to communicate. By watching, reading 
and imitating the subtitles of body language, they learn how to interpret physical gestures and facial expressions of those around 
them. Our movie-making process helps recapitulate this developmental phase because we use only gestures and expressions 
while filming. No dialogue is used in our movies; professional narration is added later to complete the story. 
 
 In the natural course of child development, an infant makes a gesture or expression. An adult responds with a gesture or 
expression and the infant responds yet a gain to what the adult just did. This is called a circle of communication. Using the 



movie-making process to teach this as a skill we edit these gestures and expressions to show a back and forth response a 
minimum of four times. We enhance it; doing more so students can literally see in close-ups the idea of action, response, action 
and response.  
 
 Students learn that when we use the visual medium to tell a story, it has to be action and movement based and that 
the audience wants to see a close up of the action and the facial expressions. To enhance this, we ask students to exaggerate 
their gestures and expressions. For students who already exhibit a very low affect in their demeanor, what will feel like an 
exaggeration will show up on screen as simply a normal facial expression or body language gesture. Yet seeing themselves 
later, on screen, they usually acknowledge that it looks natural. A student has thus begun to learn the effects of gestures and 
expressions, as a skill. For students who already exhibit flamboyant and overly dramatic gestures, the director has the 
opportunity to pull in their behavior. ("That was excellent, now can you try it one more time? This time, do half as much as you 
just did.") This directorial approach offers overactive students a chance to learn self-awareness and develop critical thinking 
skills. (What was it that I just did? What facial expression did I use, or what gesture? What is half of what I just did? How can I 
do less?) 
 

In the directing process, realistically you have two-possibly three, if you can be creative in your approach -opportunities to 
ask a student to act out a scene. ("Excellent! Even better than the time before! Now I'm going to really challenge you. Are you 
up for it? Will you try it one more time, and this time do half as much, again, as you just did?") 

 
At this point, students becoming motivated and enjoying the learning process is more important than how the movie looks. 

One should see the students not simply as actors performing but people learning new skills. Later, during the editing process, 
the scene can be cut and pasted to show how the gestures and expressions of different people interact to depict a conversation-a 
gesture from one, the facial expression from another to show they are listening and understanding, then a return gesture and an 
acknowledging expression. (This same example can be reversed for a student who has a very low affect. "Excellent! Can you 
try one more time, and this time, make your gesture twice as big as you just did?") 
 

The third phase of childhood development includes the process of pretend play; the beginning stage of toddlers creating or 
acting out their own view of the world. Children begin to express with words as they 'play' with adult emotions and situations. 
(In traditional roles, this might include a little girl playing with dolls in her dollhouse, or a little boy going off to work and using 
wood blocks to build things. But, this may also include acts of destruction from rage or cruelty to others.)  

 
With an appropriate theme acting in a movie is age-appropriate play for all students. In choosing a theme for the movie we 

have found that one excellent beginning is a story-line built around violence prevention, focusing on bullying, harassment and 
intolerance. Violence is a common problem in schools and deconstructing the behavior can send a powerful message to 
students. Gestures and expressions are exaggerated to act out the emotions that are involved when someone is harmed by a 
hurtful incident. A student filmed simply hanging her head, or burying her face in her hands, when edited in slow motion, offers 
a very dramatic visual effect to show the results of hurtful behavior. Often, in real life, when students thoughtlessly bully others, 
they leave the scene before they see the effects of their hurtful words or actions. Or, the student who has been victimized holds 
his own emotions in check until he is alone. So the immediate damage to the victim's self-image is not seen. The movie-making 
process can be used to show this. This is the beginning of the movie, showing what really happens in life. Students themselves 
choose the incidents, based on events they have actually experienced. 

 
These scenes are often the most entertaining to film. Students of all ages find it fun to pretend. Since we are not using 

professional actors, but simply students pretending, one only gets a few seconds of an actual facial expression before there is a 
brilliant smile or a burst of spontaneous laughter. This is exactly what we want. We are a group of people coming together to 
accomplish a goal; to learn from one another and have fun in the process. When we can all spontaneously laugh at the same 
moment, we are engaging with one another. We are becoming a community. To date, we have found almost all students want to 
have a starring role in the movie. We have yet to encounter a student who doesn't want to participate at all. 

 
A classroom teacher can offer suggestions about which student could learn the most from a starring role. Perhaps a 

particular student might benefit greatly from learning how to stand up for himself. On the other hand, a student who has bullied 
others in the past could learn best from acting the role of a person who is on the receiving end of harmful actions. Perhaps two 
students, who have had an antagonistic relationship, can act in scenes of alternative behavior. These movies can now expand 
into the arena of learning how to make amends for hurtful actions and showing examples of how this can be done. And all 
movies end with the visual reminder of what a 'Hollywood Ending' can look like. Through pretend play, by acting in a Holly-



wood Ending, the possibility is now in the students' imaginations. In the future when they encounter similar situations, they can 
literally act it out in real life by using conscious awareness and doing it "just like they did in the movie." 

 
Here is where the magic of editing comes in. You can take the few seconds of footage you have, of an appropriate facial 

expression or gesture, and you play it in slow motion. Not only does this give you the needed time to show a scene, but it allows 
time to slow down for the audience watching, so they literally see the effects of hurtful behavior. The slower you make the 
effect, the longer the audience has to process the image of how harmful actions really do affect another human being. 
 

 
Learning Self-Contr ol 

 
The fourth developmental skill students are able to learn from the movie-making process, is self-control. In normal human 
development we begin to learn the rudiments of impulse control from the age of 2 1/2 to five years. Whatever country we may 
live in, whatever cultural beliefs we are raised with, the ability to control our own behavior is essential if we are to mature 
emotionally. 
 

While the development of the theme and storyline is a democratic, community-oriented project, the actual filming of the 
movie is not. The director must take on the role of the authoritarian in order to control the process and bring it to completion on 
time. This is one of the key elements of the entire process; it's fast, allowing it to be economical, and it stresses meeting a 
deadline. Students listen for the voice of authority ("Now, we're working."), and they have to control themselves -or become 
very aware that they cannot. Usually students are willing to put the project ahead of themselves because it's fun and they want to 
see the finished product. The movie is the selling point that dissolves resistance. 

 
We live in such a visual society; most students are already experts on movies. They understand that for a movie to look 

good, move along quickly, and hold their interest, it has to change camera angles and distance every few seconds. (Average 
change is four to five seconds) Without this look, it is no longer a movie telling a story, it's merely the recording of movement. 
This makes a big difference later when we use the movie as a teaching tool. During the actual filming, the director is also the 
cameraperson; the only cameraperson. Using several different angles, yet only three basic distance shots, a whole movie effect 
can be obtained simply; an establishing shot to show where an action is taking place, a medium shot to show the interaction 
between two people or events, and a close-up to show gestures and expressions. Simply interchanging these three basic shots 
will make the movie look like a movie. This basic filming format offers the director an opportunity to explain; how the movie is 
to be filmed from different shots and different angles. 
 

Learning to Freeze 
 

With only one camera, it is imperative, for the sake of continuity and the movie looking good, for students to 'freeze' when 
the director tells them to; ceasing all movement and becoming completely silent. This is a tall order. Students are convinced 
they can do it, no problem, but it is harder than they think. Some cannot; they've never even tried. So we practice. "It's not as 
easy as you think, so we're going to try it first. Get prepared, I'm going to call out 'freeze' and I need you to instantly stop 
moving ... that means lips and everything! Ready? Freeze!" Within two or three seconds the director calls 'action' and there is 
instant chaos while students laugh and giggle about the experience of freezing for the camera. 

 
The next step in learning a higher degree of awareness is when the director points out, "Did you hold your breath when I 

called freeze? Most people do the first time. Can you try it this time concentrating on your breathing, making sure you breathe, 
yet still stop all movement and complete silence? Ready? Freeze!" Students have just learned an important differentiation for 
self-control. They can pay attention to their breathing and concentrate on keeping it steady, yet they can also stop their 
conscious movements and stop talking. A few more practice sessions are used, each time making it a more challenging game; 
"This time, freeze your movements, keep your breathing steady, remember what you're doing and saying so you can go right 
back to it, AND, let your eyes follow me around the room." When students learn to do this they have the skills to use for 
making a movie. 

 
The filming of the actual movie takes this skill and uses it in the service of developing maturity; progressing from simply 

being a fun game into a job that needs doing, a job that will require them all to work together in a short amount of time to meet 
a deadline. "It can still be fun, but we're working now and we have a deadline." As filming progresses, the use of 'freeze' occurs 



more often and lasts longer. The director spontaneously calls it out while students are in motion. It requires a hierarchical skill 
level of self-awareness, attention, and control on the part of the students. They have to pay attention to several things at once. 
The students become fully engaged in the process, they become attached to one another and the director, and are able to 
accomplish this goal within a short timeframe and a concrete deadline. 

 
The final, magical touch, to the movie-making process is the musical score that runs through the movie. Music is vibration, 

and the combination of musical tones is why music can so inspire and move us. In listening, we also vibrate at a higher level. 
We are emotionally moved, and through that process we become more than what we are. That experience is now part of us; in 
our mind, our emotions, our body, and in our spirit. 

 
The use of the final edited movie is limited only by the class's imagination. If upper classmen make the movie, they can 

show it to younger students, and teach them the same skills they learned. If lower classmen make the movie, they can present it 
and teach others for their entire time at school, allowing one project to be used proactively for several years in a row. Students 
can present their movie project to their parents in a Hollywood Premiere, to their local school board or to other schools and 
community groups as a service-learning project. Each time students present their movie they are seeing themselves acting 
differently and hearing the point of the story over and over. They are learning from themselves. Each time they answer 
questions from a new audience about what they created and how it has influenced their lives, students build hierarchical skills of 
understanding and oral presentation. 

 
We created the movie-making process to re-teach essential developmental levels, as skills. The tools we have incorporated 

come from Howard Gardner's theory of multiple intelligences, Moshe Feldenkrais's Method of Somatic Education and Ron 
Davis's work with perceptual learning difficulties. When coupled with the entertainment value of the movies, learning is fast, 
it's enjoyable and it is remembered. Acting in the final scene of a Hollywood Ending allows students to learn from the most 
fundamental of therapeutic principles; act it and you will become it.  
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Dorothy Halla-Poe holds Master’s Degrees in Rehabilitation Counseling, Clinical Psychology and 
Metaphysics, as well as a Ph.D. in Metaphysics. She has specialized for over twenty years working with young 
adults suffering from traumatic head injuries. She and her colleague work with children who display atypical 
behaviors due to neurological dysfunction. She has documented this work in The Matrix Model, a researched 
and innovative approach to learning, available through Llumina Press.  (1-866-229-9244 or  
orders@llumina.com)  
 
Linda Flanders is a former police detective specializing in child abuse. She is a certified Feldenkrais Somatic 
Education Teacher and an independent educational video producer. She and her colleague have developed “the 
movie making process” as a learning and teaching tool for children with atypical behavior. They create and 
develop original curriculum to accompany all videos productions. She has published several articles on 
alternative learning styles and her new self-help book, Hollywood Endings and How to Get One, is also 
available through Llumina Press. (orders@llumina.com)  
 
They are available to schools and communities to design and create media arts projects. They are also able to 
assist with grant narratives to obtain funding.  

 



 
The Latest Scientifi c Information  

About the Power of:  
PAYING ATTENTI ON 

 
USING A FAMILY MOVIE 

AS A CONTINUOUS LEARNING AND TEACHING TOOL 
 

1. The first viewing of the movie is meant to be an engaging family/community experience to be watched 
in the presence of others. (with parents, peers or other groups) 

Community engagement affects social indicators as crime rate, student performance and economic 
prosperity.  
  Political Science Professor Robert Putnam 
  Harvard University 
 

2. Participating in a family created movie offers a learning experience that incorporates developmental 
levels of thinking and doing. 

Imitation (HS stars become role models) 
Symbol (Visual images become concrete foundation for increased learning) 
Language (Professional narration uses more abstract words) 
Consciousness (Viewers become aware of the problem and what to look for) 
Planning (Viewers learn what they can do about the problem) 
Creativity (Community use of the movie project offers multiple possibilities) 
  Dr. Esther Thelen, Current research at University of Indiana 

 A Dynamic Systems Approach To The Development of      
 Cognition and Action 
 

3. Participating in a movie, including simply being part of the audience, allows learning to come from a 
variety of learning styles. 

Multiple Intelligence Theory: Linguistic, Visual, Mathematical, Bodily/Kinesthetic, Musical, Inter-
personal, Intra-personal  

     Dr. Howard Gardner 
     Harvard University 

 
One quarter to one third of the brainÕs 100 billion neurons are devoted to vision 
  Dr. Charles Connor/Neuroscientist 
  John Hopkins University 
  

4. An engaging family movie, starring one’s own children or family members, uses and builds on the 
ability to “pay attention" 

The Mind and The Brain; Neuroplasticity and the Power of Mental Force 
  Dr. Jeffrey Schwartz, Current Research at UCLA  
 
“Without attention, the image (or sound, or feel-attention plays a role in every sense) does not register in 
the mind and may not be stored even briefly in memory.” 
 
“Images speed from the retina to the visual cortex in the brain. But then competition sets in. The winner is 
determined by the strength of  
the stimulus…the novelty.” 
“Selectively focusing attention on target images significantly enhances neuronal responses to them.” 
 
“Neurons that respond to a target (the image attracting your attention) fire more strongly than neurons that 
respond to distractions.” 
 



“Attention must be captured.  One cannot demand attention. One can demand obedience, but not attention. 
New learning requires attention.” 
 
“Novelty captures attention.” 
 
“Paying attention can do more than enhance the responses of selected neurons. It can also turn down the 
volume in competing regions.” 
 
While community members wait expectantly for their movie to begin, “Even before an object appears, 
attention has already stacked the neuronal deck, activating the visual cortex and, even more strongly, the 
frontal and parietal lobes…As a result, when the stimulus finally show up it evokes an even greater 
response in the visual cortex than if attention had not primed the brain.” 
 
“When you pay attention to something, the part of the brain that processes ‘that something’ becomes more 
active.” 
 
“Attention exerts real physical effects.” 
 
“Attention can sculpt brain activity by turning up or down the rate at which particular sets of synapses 
fire….firing a set of synapses again and again makes them grow stronger, it follows that attention is an 
important ingredient for neuroplasticity.” 
 
PET scans show that during trail and error experimenting, the brain is ablaze with activity. “In particular, 
the prefrontal cortex, parietal cortex, anterior cingulated, caudate, and cerebellum were very active; all are 
involved in planning, thinking and moving.” ….. Effortless automaticity dramatically diminishes mental 
and cerebral activity.” 
 

5. Varied uses of the movie to continue the ability to “pay attention.” 
(If watched subsequent times) 
 

The second time one sees it, pay attention to the words that are said. (Link words with actions) 
The third time one sees it, pay attention to facial expressions. (Happy, sad, scared, bored, 
vacant, etc.)  
The four th time one sees it, pay attention to the gestures and body language that express the 
behavior. (Begin to teach “how to” read the subtleties of facial expression and body language in 
daily life.) 
 
 ÒDifferent regions of the cortex increase in size when exposed to stimulating    

 conditions.Ó 
  Dr. Carolyn B. Heriza, EdD., PT 
  Current Research/School of Rehabilitation Sciences 

Rocky Mountain University 
 

 


