SKH - shared social environment with bureocratic framework

During my years, first as teacher and then as researcher, at Stockholm university of
the arts (SKH) I have struggled to adjust this environment to better meet my and my
animations students needs and affordances. A university is perhaps not a living
system the way a natural habitat is but it is one of my main living environments and
with that it becomes unavoidable to relate to it through niche-construction.

In 2012, I became a teacher and head of the animation program at SKH. It took me a
while wrap my head around the structure of the education and the workplace. Its
Film and Media Department has a long tradition of teamwork and its program
structure with specializations such as film production, film directing, scriptwriting,
cinematography, film editing, and sound design, echoes the Swedish film industry.
Students’ degree films are often expected to come close to professional industry
standards. In Educating Film-Makers' it is described how this training for the
industry is becoming increasingly dominant in western film schools. This
production-oriented approach foster students to carefully pre-plan their project and
the specialized team members luckily usually manages to find some outlet for their
creativity inbetween channeling their skill to the pre-set goal of the production.

However, myself and many of my animation students found it difficult to align with
this model. Animation students did not have an established role within the existing
team structure of the departments team productions. Sometimes there was room for
them to create vignettes or special effects for team productions but for the
degreeprojects they mostly ended up doing their own films. In those films too often
unforeseen developments occurred, new ideas, unexpected opportunities, and
creative openings. It was often a more open process that included a sensory listening
and responding to the materialities that lead to results that could never have been
predicted or pre-planned by the animator alone but could only arise thanks to the
creative dialogue with their environment.

Individual study plans

This exploratory nature sometimes clashed with the production pipelines of the
school. Students frequently found themselves forced to choose between exploring the
new possibilities that arose during the work or following protocol and meeting the
expectations of delivering a the planned film on time. They also often struggled, as I
do, when adhering to the many administrative protocols for creative work at the
school: the booking systems, the documentation forms, the demand for exact plans
before projects were allowed to be started. I begun creating individual study plans for
their degree films to supply students with frameworks that afforded their need for
exploration.

Mediated pitching

Sometimes, when we had school-wide courses and projects, it wasn’t necessarily the
directors’ or screenwriters’ ideas that formed the basis of the joint production,
instead, all students would pitch ideas. Sometimes we had pitching contests in which
student projects would get extra support to develop their projects. Many animation
students were anxious about this stressful format and were not able to communicate
the beautiful originalities of their idea across to the judges. But at a later time I had



advocated for a different, mediated way of sharing project ideas. Then the animation
students amazed the audience with their short mood board videos clearly
communicating something core but yet verbally intangible of their project ideas.

Asynchronous and open-ended team-work

In team based courses they often struggled the way I have in group collaborations.
The idea generating processes were often verbal and discussion based and tended to
lock down too many creative decision before enough drafting and testing.

For the annual student project “SKH Meets Youth” in 2015, I designed a theme
around Animism. The goal of “SKH Meets Youth” is for students to deepen their
knowledge of culture for children and young people, and to, with children as the
starting point, create from for an audience perspective. It is a recurring annual
project where students from many of the school’s different programs form teams to
create a festival for a young audience.

That year I wanted us to explore what animism could offer as a tool for storytelling
for children. Through references to Indigenous cosmologies and to quantum physics,
we asked ourselves how animism might help us affirm and acknowledge children’s
view of the world as true—and not merely as a passing phase.

I supervised one of the teams, and I wanted them to begin working together without
first defining too much about what the project would be about. Instead of producing
a play or a film, which would have placed higher demands on production planning,
they decided to create an experience in the form of a guided walk through a room.
Out of this loose framework, many different spatial, sonic, visual, and filmic ideas
emerged. Some ideas were merged, while others unfolded as continuations of one
another. The students found places in the room for their ideas and began working
and experimenting. At regular intervals, we held playtests or walk-throughs, where
we could discover overlaps and connections; certain elements were moved to fit
better into the whole. All elements were continuously adjusted to capture what
happened at the previous station and carry it forward into what would happen next.
In this iterative process, each part became an organically contributing element to a
whole that everyone had participated in shaping. This process felt alive and animated
to me, in many ways echoing childhood play.

Hybrid courses

My artistic and pedagogical development project "Tunga Ting" developed into a mix
of a course and an exhibition. I was frustrated that we could admit so few students to
the animated film program, and the requirements were so high. Therefore, I
designed my project to be used for self-studies, to independently delve into subjects
like ecology, perception and animation. The videoessay and texts guides a navigation
between theoretical texts and animated films. I was also able to use the project to
explore hybrid teaching and create a flipped classroom setup. It provided students
who need to conserve their social and cognitive energy to partly study from home.


https://www.researchcatalogue.net/view/265814/265815

2017-2025 Researcher (TBC. see also refusal text)

The position of the artistic researcher provided me with som wiggle room to navigate
the this university bureaucracy differently. As a researcher I could focus more on my
need for a (teaching) environment to set boundaries for its practices so they don’t
undermine our joint sustenance. I have done so for example by working for SKH to
adopt the Paris agreement. I have carried out life cycle assessments of our students
film productions, I have developed tools that help students connect how different
decisions in filmmaking effects the films carbon footprint. The images below show
how the elsa climate calculator is manifested in the environment, incorporated in the
administrative framework of the department.

I have hosted sustainability themed days for new students at the beginning of each
semester, leading to crossdiciplinary student initiatives. I have also connected the
school with other initiatives such as FERA’s sustainability manifesto and the regional
film funds and supported local student activist groups at SKH.
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Elsa — A climate calculator for the
film industry

Elsa is a web-based tool where the user can calculate the
carbon footprint of a film production and get tips on how to
reduce it. It is part of PhD student Lina Persson's doctoral

project Climate-Just Worldings and was rel d in Septemb
2022.
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Organisational structures and niche-construction (TBC)

During my time at SKH, I have experienced several top-down reorganizations. This
combines the worst of two worlds for those who use sensorimotor navigation to
develop and adapt with their environment to better serve the needs of the practices it
house. Even when a framework is rigid, it is possible to find room for flexibility once



you have learned the rythms of the system. But when the structure is regularly
replaced, all time is spent trying to tune in to the new structure—and as soon as we
have sense of it enough to creatively work with and around it, it is replaced again.

A university can perhaps not be a living system the way a forest is, but there are ways
that also larger organisations can accommodate more organic processes. And there
are ways that large organisations can develop and change in bottom-up processes
driven by its own participants, based on the practicalities of their core-mission
(karnverksamhet).

At a talk at Gotland game conference Sam Spurlinl gives examples of how game
companies could better channel the creativity of their employees by drawing on the
book Brave New Work. The main argument is that in a complex world also
organizational structures needs to be complex. (tbc: develop difference between
complex and complicated....)

Radical small-scale alteration is probably the most efficient way to make shifts within
large complex structures such as our contemporary universities and societies. Full
scale, top-down re-organisation or geoengineering will not serve the unavoidable and
necessary system change. As Anna Tsing explains in a recent interview2, these times
need solutions that work at multiple scale.

i Petrie, DJ; Stoneman, R. (2014). Educating Film-makers: Past, present and future. Bristol: Intellect.

1 Gotland Game Conference 2023 Talks - Sam Spurlin — Brave new work

2 Anna Tsing, Pretty heady stuff, podcast, February 18 2021
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