
I am a big fan of the use of moving images in teaching. I think it is an engaging medium, which 
can be used in a variety of ways – for example as a discussion starter, or to demonstrate a 
particular point or technique.

Before BoB was available I used to use off-air recordings, either those provided by Learning 
on Screen’s off-air recording back-up service or recorded locally under licence. If I wanted 
to access just a small section of a whole programme I would need to get in touch with the 
university audiovisual team, and ask them to save the relevant section. Frequently, I would 
also get them to convert it to a different format to allow embedding in my PowerPoint slides. 

One of the advantages of BoB is that it bypasses a lot of this inconvenience - you can easily 
access a digital version of a programme and just select the sections you want, using the clip 
feature. Another benefit is the capacity to share more easily. If there were just a couple of 
copies of a DVD available, you couldn not realistically expect 300 students to all have watched 
something before a face-to-face teaching session. Now you can offer that possibility, which 
is not, of course, the same as guaranteeing that they have all done so, but that is a different 
issue! In this way it allows for richer use of the contact time – rather than giving it over to 
watching a long section of a programme within the lecture or tutorial you can get on to 
discussing the relevance. It also becomes feasible to prepare ‘viewing lists’ of recommended 
television and radio content, alongside more traditional reading lists. 

I teach science and my colleagues sometimes worry that television science is too dumbed 
down for higher education. It is certainly true that you would expect undergraduates to have 
a fuller knowledge of a topic than is feasible on television, even in a relatively sophisticated 
documentary. There is, nevertheless, hours of potentially valuable footage out there. In some 
senses, the limitation has more to do with our creativity than the quality of the starting material. 
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For example, I use a clip from Brainiac: Science Abuse in a workshop on experimental design. 
The premise is that they are studying whether or not you can smell fear. The test itself is badly 
designed and conducted, but that is exactly the point; we start with the bad version, get the 
students to think why it is terrible, and then work from there to come up with better ways to 
investigate the same question.

As well as running this activity successfully with my own students over many years (back to the 
days of the DVD clip), I have also shared it via a pedagogic journal article and at conferences. 
I know that colleagues elsewhere have now used the exact same task in their own context.

And this, of course, is one of the other beauties of BoB; academics at any other subscribing 
institution can be given the relevant URL and get at the footage directly. This notion of sharing 
resources is one of the drivers behind Biology On The Box (biologyonthebox.wordpress.com). 
Over the last couple of years, with the assistance of students, graduate interns and enthusiastic 
colleagues elsewhere, we have started to compile a list of recommended programmes and 
clips.

The service works on a number of levels. At minimum we are raising awareness that a clip 
exists and adding keywords and other metadata that will enable someone else to find it. This 
might be a piece from the news or a section of Countryfile or similar. From that, we might 
add some commentary and links to related materials (such as the research on which a story 
was based). We might also offer some suggestions about how a particular clip is already being 
used in teaching, and associated resources to use it in a similar way.

Recently I have also had project students beginning to use BoB (in conjunction with TRILT, the 
television and radio index for learning and teaching) as a research tool. It is becoming feasible 
to interrogate visual media in a way that is more familiar for, say, newsprint.

At the moment I think a lot of colleagues in different disciplines remain unaware of the 
potential of BoB for both teaching and for research. I am pretty certain that this is going to 
change in the next few years, and we are going to see more use of multimedia in a variety of 
subject areas. 


