
People We Know 
Documenting Them to Create Characters 
 
 
Introduction 
People We Know is the collective title of a series of three projects offered during the 
academic years 2015-16 and 2016-17 to the same group of 23 students on the BA 
Animation Degree at the University of East London.  
 
The projects were designed to teach an area of study traditionally defined within animation 
as Character Design1. By placing people from real life as the starting point and centre of the 
study, it was hoped that students might be able to get a deeper understanding of the 
subject of character design, and thereby create believable characters and convincing 
narratives, that originated directly from the selected subjects. 
 
The first two projects were taught in the first year, while the third project was taught in the 
first part of the second year. A selection of work by three students has been used to 
illustrate the progress and results of the projects. 
 
Since the introduction of Nickelodeon and Cartoon Network in the 1990s, students entering 
university now are more exposed to animation than in previous generations. There is also an 
increased amount of programmes on TV and the Internet showing the making of films. 
Students entering university are consequently more aware of established formats used 
within the character design process such as model sheets and expression sheets and of the 
area of character design as a professional role. 
 
By titling the projects People We Know, I tried to steer students away from any pre-
conceived impressions they may have had about the process of Character Design. Although 
it would be crucial to underpin student learning with a continual practice of observational 
drawing, by placing people at the centre of the study, students were also diverted from 
getting caught up with characters as just types of form and treatment. Through this project, 
I wanted to establish whether narratives constructed about people from real life might 
provide a better platform to learn how to design believable characters.  
 
Based on Marton and Saljö’s categories of deep and surface learning, the learning and 
teaching methods designed for the People We Know project were taken from a variety of 
fields such as Theatre, Cinema and Literature, so that students could gain an extensive and 
deeper understanding of character development. 
 
PROJECT 1 
The introductory three-week long project was designed to extrapolate information about 
individual student knowledge about practices in character design and ability in creating 
convincing characters. At the same time, the learning activities also build on observations 
by Yorke et al (2008), about managing the transition into higher education by providing 
sufficient information and a clear structure that would lead students gradually towards 
independent learning. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
																																																								
1	The	definition	of	the	term	Character	Design	originated	in	the	Disney	Studios.	Since	its	inception	as	a	category,	there	have	been	
numerous	books	that		



Learning activities 
The project began with a lecture illustrated with films, readings from books and images that 
introduced students to the history of character development in animation as well as other 
subject areas such as Literature, Theatre and Cinema. This allowed students to 
contextualise the work that they were producing within historical, cultural and professional 
perspectives. Although they are not told specifically that it is important to get to know their 
subjects first, exposing them to a large body of literary work that examines people’s psyche 
and motives, rather than their physical attributes, it was hoped that the expectations of the 
project were laid out, without being explicit. 
 
Brief                                                                                                                                     
Students were then asked to chose one their classmates, observe and record them using 
sound recorders, writing, drawing, photography and video, with the objective of 
understanding the selected person and identifying a personality trait. The collected material 
had to be used to create a model sheet for the character and a two-page comic book/strip 
narrative that illustrated an aspect of their subject’s personalities. 

Assessment criteria                                                                                                                 
The students were assessed on their ability to extract a personality trait of the subjects with 
their model sheets and personality descriptions and with the narratives. Their drawing skills 
played a crucial role in allowing them to demonstrate their ability. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
STUDENT A 

 
 

 
 
Feedback from tutor 
‘…	there	is	a	little	bit	of	a	jump	from	her	life	drawings	of	her	subject	to	the	character	that	has	been	designed.	
The	character	is	a	bee,	and	the	reason	is	that	her	subject	loves	bees.	However	the	character	designed	needs	to	
reflect	her	subject’s	personality	and	should	communicate	aspects	of	her	personality	to	a	general	audience.’	
	
	
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
STUDENT B 

	
	
	

	
Feedback from tutor	
	‘She	needs	to	draw	daily	as	a	habit	and	create	a	collection	of	stories	in	comic	book	format,	if	this	suits	her	or	just	
drawings;	whichever	she	feels	is	appropriate	to	her	mood	and	inclinations	at	different	times,	as	long	as	she	
continues	to	practice	drawing.’	
	
	



STUDENT C 

	
	

	
	
Feedback from tutor	
	‘…has	been	able	to	research	a	person	and	create	a	character	with	the	personality	of	the	character	selected.	His	
work	clearly	reflects	an	interest	in	understanding	people	and	a	love	for	storytelling.	He	is	perceptive	and	is	able	to	
be	creative	and	extract	stories	from	a	limited	amount	of	material.’	
	

 



Results                                                                                                                                      
The first project gave an indication of the levels and range of student ability within the 
classroom. Of the 23 students, students could be largely placed in three groups.  

• 3 of the 23 students did very well in both exercises.  
• 7 students were able to perform at a moderate level in both exercises.  
• The results produced for both exercises by the remaining 13 students were overall 

poor.  

The issues identified through the first project was that a number of students 

• found it difficult to understand the difference between the physical attributes of the 
selected person, their own projected understanding of their selected subjects.  

• were keen on understanding how they went wrong and wanted to know what they 
needed to do to improve their marks, rather than how to improve their ability.  

• created model sheets that were heavily influenced by existing visual styles such as 
Anime and Disney. 

• Overall in the class, most students performed marginally better in the narrative 
exercise

 

PROJECT TWO                                                                                          
In response to the findings of the first project, the second project was designed so that it 
allowed more time for reflection. It was also important that the classroom provided an 
atmosphere of trust and safety in which student feel comfortable in trying to improve 
themselves.  

Learning activities 
Illustrated lectures                                                                                                                     
Students were provided further reading lists, which they were urged to read. Drawing on 
developmental psychologist Robert J. Havighurts theory that novels, biographies and 
autobiographies provide useful data for analysis to understand life-span developmental 
information, films continued to be screened as part of the lectures. It was hoped that regular 
film screenings would gradually increase student exposure to various practices in animation, 
making them realise that the world of animation was wider than just popular styles, such as 
Anime and Disney. By regularly watching and reading literary works, it was hoped that 
students would nurture a gradual ability to and be able to identify personality traits that were 
true to their subjects. 

10-minute exercises As part of the second project, in addition to the illustrated lectures; a 
series of 10-minute exercises was introduced. These exercises were based on Edward De 
Bono’s methods of Idea generation. These 10-minute classroom exercises were designed to 
help students break current thinking patterns (routine patterns or the status quo). For 
instance, students were asked to choose people that they knew and presented with 
situations and they were asked to react to those situations in character in 10 minutes. 
 
Dialogue Continuing on their learning from the 10-minute exercises, students were asked to 
create dialogue for the characters they created. 
 
Sketchbooks Students were encouraged to practice and improve their observation and 
recording skills by drawing and writing on a daily basis in their sketchbooks. 

Formative feedback In addition, students were required to submit work-in-progress on a 
weekly basis, and given individual formative feedback, which would feed forward into their 
learning and development as the module progressed. This provided a structure that 
supported learning in the first year (Page 26, Yorke et al, 2008). Students were required to 
assess their progress against previous submission, thereby motivating them to continually 
challenge their ability for improvement, and shifting their focus from grades and marks to 
the implicit intended learning outcome of self-improvement.  



Brief                                                                                                                                         
For the second eight-week long project students were asked to select people that had 
known for a longer time, such as family and close friends and create a more in-depth study 
of their subjects. Using this material, they were required to create a narrative with dialogue, 
from which they could create an animatic. 

Assessment criteria                                                                                                                
The students were assessed on their ability to extract a personality trait of the subjects 
through their dialogue and animatics. 

Results                                                                                                                                    
With more time and with a wider choice of subject, the results of this project demonstrated 
further confidence in the student work. 

• 3 of the 23 students did very well.  
• 7 students were able to perform at a moderate level.  
• The results produced by the remaining 13 students were poor.  

Overall, repetition of the exercise now produced better results. The first two projects were 
designed to help students build confidence by allowing them to complete an easier task to a 
using that as a stepping stone to progress to a more complex one.  With constructive 
alignment (Biggs, 2003) as the primary aim, the teaching was been designed to be flexible 
so that students can develop at the pace that is suitable to them. 

STUDENT A 
Recently she had an accident; she got hit by car and in result she has broken leg. Disability makes her the 
most annoying family member  

	
 

 



 
 
Feedback from tutor 
	‘…	has	spent	more	time	researching	her	character	and	placing	her	in	real	life	situations-	these	situations	are	
clearer	in	helping	define	the	character	so	that	it	is	a	character	that	can	be	understood	by	other	people.	While	
the	new	character	that	is	being	designed	takes	more	from	the	selected	subject,	there	is	lots	of	potential	to	
make	the	character	more	original.	It	is	possible	that	this	character	could	be	defined	better	if	it	is	placed	in	
more	anecdotal	stories	like	the	ones	that	she	has	already	created…’	
 
 
STUDENT B 
Lined up at the start line 

1:   
I’m going to win 

Paul:  
No, you’re going down! 

2:  
Loser buys the pints 

Paul:  
That’d be nice, thank you. 

 
Revving race cars 

1:  
Hahaha, see you later, then! 

Paul:  
Whaa? Its not working! Eughhh! (Sighs and looks around) 

Man:  
Hey Buddy! Whats going on? (From a distance driving closer) 

Paul:  
It just cut out! Might be the spark plug.. 

Man:  
Ahh you’re meant to race them not break them! No worries, we’ll get it sorted,  
Buddy! Take this one for now. (Swap bikes) You ready? Nice one, Bud. 

 
Drives off slowly and gets lapped by his friends 

2:  
You’re not going to win at this rate! 

1:  
Come on, Paul! Catch up! 

Paul: 
(Clears throats says nothing) 

After race looking at time sheets 
2:  

First round on Paul, then? 
1:  

What was my time? 
Paul:  



It was you lot, couldn’t keep up with me 
2:  

Hang on, Paul got the fastest lap! 
1:  

Hahaha no way! Not bad, mate, you’re not as bad as we thought 
Paul:  

Looks like I won’t be buying anything after all! 
1:  

You still lost mate, can’t deny that! 
Paul:  

Well, I’m driving anyway so I’m not buying beers. 
(Friends roll their eyes) 

 
Stranger approaches 

Stranger: 
Err, Paul, is it? Hi. Great lap time! I’m Geroge from SCCA.  
We’re looking for new talented young racers, and you show  
a lot of potential. As you probably know, we’re based in America  
but we’ll cover your flights and accommodation(Hands business card). 
There's loads of information on our website and a  number to call once  
you’ve made up your mind we do understand it’s a massive decision. 

Paul:  
Ahh.. erm thanks but erm. I’ve, like, got a job?  
And a girlfriend? And I dunno… America? Pretty far,  
i dunno if… hmm yeah. Like, i’m flattered? BUT (laughs)  
yeah, cheers but. I’m good here… I think… Thanks. 

 
Feedback from tutor 
	‘…	is	advised	to	create	a	comic	book/visualised	story	in	which	her	brother	features.	Once	she	has	been	able	to	
capture	her	brother’s	personality	through	the	comic	book/drawn	stories,	she	could	then	extract	the	visual	
character	that	has	emerged	through	the	making	of	the	comic	books.	The	stories	need	to	lead	the	way	in	
creating	the	characters,	but	at	the	same	time	working	with	the	research	that	she	should	continue	to	collect.	
She	needs	do	individual	drawings	as	well	of	her	brother	to	see	if	characters	emerge	out	of	short	intuitive	
drawings.’ 
	
STUDENT C 

 
Excerpt from Script 
sophie: (not looking up from screen) I didn’t used to believe in horoscopes until yesterday. 
me: (resigned) why. What happened yesterday? 
sophie: well, right, I was on cosmo & there was this quiz that guessed your favourite pizza based on your 
star sign & it knew that my favourite is ham & pineapple.  
me: that doesn’t- 
sophie: and it said yours was roasted vegetable. 
me: it’s not though. Molly likes that more than me. 
sophie: well, it got mine right anyway.  
 



	
Feedback from tutor 
Em’s	process	is	thorough	and	she	is	in	control	of	what	she	wants	to	do.	She	is	advised	to	continue	developing	
her	second	idea	with	the	view	to	seeing	it	published	either	in	animation	or	print	format.	
	
She	has	expressed	an	interest	in	focussing	on/understanding	animation.	As	the	character	design	project	
progresses,	she	would	need	to	design	characters	that	are	animate-able.	In	the	meantime,	she	is	advised	to	
read	as	much	about	Animation	film	and	film	language	(which,	although	not	part	of	this	project	will	go	a	long	
way	in	helping	her	understand	more	about	visualising	stories	for	animation,	as	opposed	to	comic	books.)	She	
is	advised	to	identify	more	of	her	interests	in	relation	to	her	professional	life	after	graduation	and	raise/ask	
as	many	questions,	as	she	feels	may	be	helpful	for	her	to	continue	to	develop	her	work.	
	

PROJECT 3: Animated Documentary 
To maintain continuity and for the students to recognize that that learning was being fed 
forward the title of the project; People We Know was carried through into the second year.  

Design of Learning activities 
The planning and design of the third project was informed by autobiographical, staff and 
student feedback from the first two projects, altering teaching methods and goals, to make 
the module more student-centred and flexible. 
 
The third project was also taught in conjunction with a Professional Practice module placing 
it within a professional context, which allowed students to simultaneously develop their 
interpersonal, communication and time management skills, while working on their practice 
project. And, although a classroom project, this conjunction was aimed at creating 
awareness amongst students of the professional context of their work, and an opportunity 
for experiential learning. 
 
Structure provided for effective learning 
For the final project, students began with interviews of a minimum of 10 minutes in duration. 
They were required to transcribe these interviews. The rigorous nature of the process 
combined with regular weekly submissions of work-in-progress forced the students to 
immerse themselves in the project. This in turn ensured that the majority of students were 
able to complete their films.  
 
With students with varying communication styles and pace, information about the projects 
is provided in a variety of ways, the project guide was available for students to use a one-



stop guide. The guide along with other reference and support material is put up and 
regularly updated on pin boards and on an online content management system. All 
classroom lectures refer to these points where information could be accessed. Providing 
and repeating information in these numerous ways guaranteed that all the different types of 
learners were able to access and process information at different paces and in different 
ways. 
 
Feedback Similarly, the lessons were planned such that students were able to receive 
feedback on a weekly basis. They were expected to submit work in progress and receive 
feedback in person or through email every week. The projects were designed to allow all 
students to define their own methods of working and pace, however in addition, for those 
students who found it difficult to understand a lecture, or plan their progress independently, 
a more individualised plan of learning was prepared 
 
Brief 
For the third and final project students selected members of the local community, received 
permission to record, edit and create animated documentaries that illustrated aspects of the 
selected subject’s personalities. The third project proposed to enhance the learning gained 
in year one, allowing students to move towards working more independently. 
 
Assessment strategy 
The nature of the aforementioned projects required different teaching strategies and the 
learning activities were designed accordingly. The assessment of the student learning on 
the modules was also subsequently different, based on the variations of the materials and 
learning on the modules.  
 
Part of the projects required students to have an understanding of character design, so that 
they could be assessed against external criteria-referenced standards. However on 
beginning the projects, it came to my understanding that the majority of students were 
unaware of external international standards and that it was necessary for me to provide 
examples and set these as goals that students attempted to reach (Gardner, 1993). Once 
given the standards gradually, it became an achievable goal that students found satisfying 
to achieve. Success with the easier projects motivated the students to try and excel in the 
more advanced ones (Gardner, 1993). 
 
A series of methods were used to assess student learning to promote and ensure inclusive 
learning and to provide a broad range of learning experiences for students (Race, 2002). 
These included: 
 

1. Coursework, divided into 3 projects, served as an assessment method that provided 
a better predictor of long term learning, and that was more in line with Art and 
Design learning and teaching (Gibbs and Simpson, 2004-2005) 

2. External criteria-referenced feedback, based on visible standards set by the industry, 
embedded in the delivery of the brief of each project, thereby also allowing for 
constructive alignment of the learning activities, intended leaning outcomes and 
assessment of these (Biggs, 2003) 

3. Formative assessment to monitor on-going student progress and provide feedback 
included  

• Ipsative assessment that tracked individual student progress through weekly 
oral and written feedback from the member of staff (Hughes, 2011)  

• Self-assessment done by students to rate each of their projects using external 
criteria-referenced assessment and ipsative assessment (Boud, 1992).  

4. Summative feedback that was a sum of the all of the above.  
 
Through planning a range of assessment methods, set at regular intervals, students were 
able to remain engaged with the module, which then further encouraged active learning. In 
particular, external criteria-referenced feedback helped deliver authentic learning 
opportunities that are used within the industry, thereby providing a deep approach to 
learning. 
 



Results 
With more time and with a wider choice of subject, the results of this project demonstrated 
further confidence in the student work. 

• 3 of the 23 students did very well.  
• 7 students were able to perform at a moderate level.  
• The results produced by the remaining 13 students was poor.  

Overall, repetition of the exercise now produced better results. 

Feedback on the projects 
Student feedback is collected at various stages, working with learners to ensure that they 
can access and use a broad range of learning opportunities and help the teachers meet 
diverse student needs. Feedback is then fed back to inform the re-design and development 
of the projects in the following year. The projects are also designed to allow for a certain 
amount of change while they are in session, tracking and responding to student needs as 
the projects progresses 
 
On critical reflection of feedback received from the various sources (autobiographical 
feedback, student feedback and peer review) on the projects, it was noted that while the 
method of mentoring and feedback provided through weekly ipsative assessment resulted 
in satisfying the intended learning outcomes, it was very difficult for just one member of staff 
to deal with delivering precise feedback to the large number of students. 
 
This observation has fed forward into the re-design of the projects to now include oral 
feedback recorded through learning content management systems such as Moodle, that 
offer the facility of recording feedback. A collaboration with the developmental psychology 
department to help provide individualised feedback to students is also being looked into.  
 
Conclusion 
Support for student learning in the People We Know projects was offered and provided in a 
range of ways in to make the learning environment effective for learners, ensuring that the 
aims and learning outcomes, teaching and learning methods and assessment processes 
were appropriately aligned. In the production of art and design, it is crucial that students feel 
a certain amount of freedom to be creative thinkers. By allowing students to feel 
comfortable, safe and supported in their space allowed them to increase their potential. 
While a lecture or screening is on, students from all three years are encouraged to 
participate in discussions. This allows for learning to go beyond the lecture hours and helps 
build a community of learners, who are learning at their own pace and from their peers, and 
builds a community of practice, (Lave and Wenger,1991; Wenger, 1998), where the aim is 
for self- improvement rather than chasing grades and marks. The main studio space is 
shared by all three years and work produced over the three years is displayed in the studio, 
further simulating conditions of industry (Shreeve, Wareing & Drew, 2008) and so that 
students feel ownership of the studio space. 
 
As the projects progressed, the student-teacher contact was reduced. By the final project, I 
maintained a supervisory role in a student-led community of learners, to try to embed a 
positive learning culture or ‘climate’ (Biggs, 2003) within the learning sessions and across 
the animation programme. 
 
Overall results produced by the students demonstrate that by placing people at the centre 
of the study, including narrative construction based on these people as a key learning 
component, along with a structured step-by-step learning approach, and individualised 
learning plans for each student contributed towards creating a learning environment that 
has enabled confidence in the students to create believable characters for animation. 
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