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At the Movies, Green Screen Style

The Rising Star Expedition: Skype In!
By Thomas Williamson

Students at Kaohsiung Ameri-
can School (KAS) in Taiwan were 
able to “travel” via Skype to join 
the Rising Star Expedition at the 
Cradle of Humankind World Heri-
tage Site in South Africa last No-
vember.

The 30 minute teleconference, 
facilitated from the excavation 
site 40 kilometers north of Johan-
nesburg by National Geographic’s
Andrew Howley, was an exciting 
face-to-face conversation between 
30 KAS high school students and 
Rising Star Expedition scientists 
Becca Peixotto and Alia Gurtov.

The Rising Star Expedition was 
undertaken after the recent dis-
covery of early hominid bones in 
30-meter deep caves, accessed via 
extremely tight passages. What is 
being unearthed and the influence 
it will have on man’s knowledge of 
prehistory has yet to be fully real-
ized. The scientists’ willingness to 
share their insights with the high 
school students, however, is rep-
resentative of an intriguing and 
unique aspect of their venture. 

The Expedition, directed by The 
University of the Witwatersrand 
and National Geographic, is shar-
ing its findings in real time with 
the world through online blog 
postings and videos. Standing in 
the morning wind, two members 
of the handpicked team of “un-
derground astronauts” provided 
background information and en-
thusiastically answered questions 
posed by the KAS students.

They explained how, in addition 
to the significance of the discovery 
itself, the expedition was seeking 
to change the practice of secrecy 
that has traditionally surrounded 
significant finds in paleontology, 
archeology, anthropology, and the 
like.

Ms. Peixotto and Ms. Gurtov 
deftly fielded a wide range of 
questions about the current body 
of scientific knowledge, the site 
itself, and the process of excavat-
ing and handling the hominid re-
mains.

It was exciting to hear their per-
sonal and professional perspec-
tives on the find. Just as important, 
their obvious love of learning and 
dedication to expanding the body 

By Shannon O’Dwyer

At Beijing BISS International 
School, students often produce 
movies to document and reflect 
on their learning.  “Quiet on the 
set!” “Recording!” and “We’ve got 
it!” are common cries, as young 
children direct and film their own 
productions. These students are 
not passive consumers of media, 
but capable creators of multi-me-
dia texts.

Through movies, students can 
construct meaning and commu-
nicate understanding with greater 
creativity than ever before. They 
develop digital and visual literacy 
across every subject, as they en-
gage in research, planning, edit-
ing, and collaboration to achieve 
the intended result. Once final-
ized, students share their message 
with a global audience by embed-
ding movies in blogs.

Most recently, our students have 
embraced green screen technol-
ogy. The ability to transport them-
selves anywhere in the world has 
facilitated even greater creativity 
and higher-level content in their 
films. Students select visuals more 
discerningly, and write sophisticat-
ed scripts to complement, explain 
or engage with the background. 

Here is a sampler of six Green 
Screen Projects from the elemen-
tary school:

1. Story telling: Pre-K students 
wrote an adaptation of the much-
loved book Brown Bear, Brown 

Bear, What Do You See? Using a 
green screen, our youngest stu-
dents jumped inside the book to 
narrate the text and act out their 
drawings. Each page came to life as 
the authors dramatized their work.

2. Sports reports: In PE, teams of 
students designed original games, 

Beijing BISS International School’s elementary students embrace green screen technology

of knowledge in their field ener-
gized the high school students 
and gave them a real life example 
of the power of pursuing their pas-
sion.

This long-distance conversa-
tion did much more than just pro-
vide an update on the startling 
and important work of the Rising 
Star Expedition members. It also 
provided valuable context to the 
Kaohsiung American School stu-
dents. It made the theoretical real, 
highlighted the importance of on-
site teamwork, and demonstrated 
global collaboration.

KAS has a robust one-to-one 
program, but there is nothing like 
seeing the critical role laptops play 
in a field excavation to authenti-
cate the value of the information 
technology that KAS students have 
access to every day.

Finally, the conversation with 
the Rising Star explorers con-
firmed the value and impact of 
study in applied fields of research 
and of the global opportunities 
that exist for students who set 
their sights on postsecondary edu-
cation.

By Arlene Q. Vermylen

Hong Kong International 
School’s (HKIS) Head, Kevin Dun-
ning, has announced that the 
school has received all of the nec-
essary approvals to move forward 
with plans for the total redevelop-
ment of its Lower Primary School 
in Repulse Bay.

The current building opened 
in 1975. Since then, it has served 
HKIS well as its primary school. 
Construction work on the brand 
new, world-class education facility 
on the site of the existing build-
ing will begin in June 2014, after 
the close of the 2013-2014 school 
year. HKIS anticipates that the new 
building will be ready for the 2017-
2018 school year.

The new early childhood center 
will house classrooms and spaces 
that promote an inquiry-based 
approach to learning, where the 
building enhances child develop-
ment by providing opportunities 
for constructing knowledge and 
inquiry about the world.

The building will also include a 
swimming pool, gymnasium, caf-
eteria and kitchen, 750-seat audi-
torium, and a residential tower 
of 56 faculty apartments. This im-
portant educational initiative will 
require a temporary relocation of 
Lower Primary students during the 
construction of the purpose-built 
early childhood education center. 

After careful consideration and 
consultation with the Hong Kong 
Education Bureau, the school will 
temporarily house Lower Primary 
students at its Tai Tam Campus. 
The annex of the Middle School 
that currently houses school-wide 
Administration and a few Middle 
School classes will be vacated and 
turned into classrooms before the 
start of the 2014-15 school year.

Mr. Dunning said, “I am pleased 
to announce that HKIS has re-
ceived the necessary approvals to 
move forward with the redevelop-
ment of our Lower Primary build-
ing.

“After nearly 35 years of service, 
our Repulse Bay Lower Primary 
building that once housed the en-
tire elementary school will make 
way for a state-of-the-art early 
childhood education center and 
expanded housing for our teach-
ing staff. This is a critical step, as 
the school moves forward with a 
master facilities plan that will ex-
tend into the next decade.” 

Hong Kong International 
School Set for Redevelopment

played them in class, and filmed 
each match. They then assumed 
the role of sports reporters, ex-
plaining the rules, equipment and 
scoring system, as the video rolled 
behind them.

3. Documentaries: During a 
science inquiry, students were 

fascinated by images of natural 
disasters. They took on the role 
of television scientists, explaining 
cause and impact while crouching 
in front of active volcanoes, tsuna-
mis and avalanches.

4. Reflections: Following a field 
trip, students collated photos and 
videos from their day at a farm. 
With these as backgrounds, they 
interviewed each other about new 
learning, connections and memo-
rable moments.

5. Pop culture satire: During a 
food inquiry, students stepped 
onto the set of MasterChef. Stand-
ing before a judge, they explained 
how each ingredient was grown, 
harvested, transported and pre-
served before service. 

6. Music videos: As part of an 
environmental unit, students cre-
ated a music video to persuade the 
audience to reduce, reuse, and re-
cycle paper. They recorded vocals 
and delivered the message in a 
whimsical, computer-generated 
forest.

In each project, there are sever-
al common elements. Most impor-

tantly, the movie itself is not the 
end goal. The purpose is always 
to create meaning and communi-
cate understanding. Green screen 
technology is a powerful tool, 
which adds flexibility to the prod-
uct and places creative control 
firmly in the hands of the students.

There are also other core skills 
involved, such as story-boarding, 
script-writing, and verbal commu-
nication, which are critical to the 
success of each product. Finally, 
while a painted (or draped) wall is 
the only requirement, and bright 
light is recommended, it is our e-
learning coordinators who provid-
ed the mentoring, hands-on sup-
port and troubleshooting for truly 
effective technology integration.

With this model, every idea is 
possible, creativity flourishes, and 
learning is enhanced. And that’s a 
wrap, folks! 

Ms. O’Dwyer can be reached at 
sodwyer@biss.com.cn.

Beijing BISS elementary students have put the green screen to work, for every-
thing from music videos (above) to scientific pedagogy (below—photos courtesy 
of Beijing BISS/S. O’Dwyer).
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