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Introduction 

Demonstrating scholarship or mastery of course content is often limited to writing a paper, 
taking a test or making a presentation. There are, however, many other ways to engage students 
in scholarship or content. Examples include preparing Virtual Field Trips, creating public service 
announcements, or, as we suggest, producing documentaries. The value of activities such as 
these is that they allow students to grapple with complex, interdisciplinary issues in a contextual 
setting. This format allows students with a variety strengths and skills to contribute to a novel 
project. This activity offers a framework for students to create a content-centered video 
documentary. This project could be extended into additional activities such as peer education, 
service learning projects and community involvement.  
            Ability to reasonably complete such a task is made easier by the widespread availability of 
video cameras (found in most cell phones), easy access to video production software 
(Moviemaker on PCs and iMovie on Macs), and students who enjoy using technology. This activity 
can be incorporated into most any course and is not restricted to science courses. We offer a 
model for producing a video documentary on pollution events which include four (4) major content 
areas we believe are necessary components for any documentary: facts, science content or 
knowledge, history, community and social impacts.  While the specific items for consideration 
included under each content area focus on pollution events for use in a science classroom, we 
believe this model could serve as a springboard for topics from a variety of other disciplines. This 
document provides practical suggestions for making effective photographs and video images. An 
abridged version of these, along with tips for making high quality video and putting together a 
documentary, are provided. We also provide activities to help students understand the necessary 
components of a documentary and tools to facilitate group processes (including teacher’s guides).  
 
Note: This interdisciplinary, contextual leaning project meets the following Benchmarks of 
Project 2061 standards: The Nature of Science, 1A/H3d*; The Nature of Technology, 3B/H4, 
3C/H5; and The Living Environment, 5D/H2*, 5D/H3. 
 
Date: 26 June 2011 

Might be used in courses such as:  Natural Sciences and Physical Sciences such as biology, 
environmental science, chemistry and earth science 

Approximate time to complete activity: 1-3 months 

Materials/resources needed: Access to a computer, internet, and a camera that is capable of 
taking video and photos. A tripod is highly recommended. 

Developed by: Lynn Singletary, Farah Firtha, and Robert Ford 

 Level of learning: High school or college.  This could also be adapted for elementary school 
classes 

Necessary background knowledge: May vary depending on the course content, grade level and 
selected pollution event. 
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Instructor’s Guide 

 

I. Introducing the Project: 
In producing a video documentary on a pollution event, four (4) major content areas could be 
addressed.  These are necessary components for any documentary and include: facts surrounding 
the event, any relevant history, science content, and community and social impacts. The teacher 
should emphasize to students that they should be able to justify the need for the documentary and 
to keep their audience in mind. The students should be able to explain why this pollution event 
matters to the general public (environmental effects, human health, economic impact, etc.). A 
power point file has been created to use as a class introduction to the project. It contains general 
topics and ideas for each section. Some material in each section will overlap. 
This could also be turned into a class project.  Each group gets a section. 
 Content Areas: 
1. Pollution Event. (WHAT happened?): Students will be required to identify and gather facts on a 
local or regional pollution event and describe the events.  A format for typical facts to be gathered 
can be found on the fact sheet (page# ). 
 
        Types of pollution events to consider but not limited to:  
 Chemical spill- a local factory or gas station dumping chemicals illegally 
 Oil spill- local underground oil pipelines leaking in your community, coastal oil spills 
  Air Pollution- local factory (steel, tire, etc.) causing air pollution.  
 Water Pollution- coal burning facility polluting the air and water with heavy 
                metals, mining operations that pollute water, fertilizers and farm waste causing  
                eutrophication. 
 Food Pollution- farm produced animal waste run-off that pollutes a nearby crop.   
 Habitat destruction- new construction (land use changes).  
 Landfills- Often old landfills are turned into parks, waste may still pollute the area. 
 Nuclear Waste disposal- Local nuclear waste disposal site. 
 
2. History/background (WHEN did it happen?): Typical questions that should be addressed by 
this section are listed below: 
 WHO:  
 Was the pollution cause by a particular company or person? 
 Does this company or entity have any history of previous pollution events?  
 How did the company respond to this event and/or past events? 
 If there was an investigation previously, what were the results? 
 WHERE: 
 Have there been other pollution events at the site? 
 
3. Community: The impacts of the pollution event from the Human/Social aspect. Below are some 
example topics: 
 POLITICAL: 
 Were there regulations in place? Were the regulations adequate?  
 Why were regulations violated?  
 Have new regulations been put in place? Why or why not? 
                             
 ECONOMIC: 
  Negative: 
 Did businesses close? Did tourism go down? 
 Were houses destroyed? Did house value go down? 
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 Did people lose their jobs? Did the cost of food increase?  
  Positive: 
  Were jobs created to clean up or research the pollution? 
 
 SOCIAL: 
  Negative: 
 Did the pollution effect one population more than another? 
 (environmental justice) 
 What health effects resulted from the pollution? 
 Did anyone develop cancer or chronic diseases? 
 Was there an increase in crime, alcoholism, domestic violence or  
 depression?  
  Positive:             
 Did people volunteer or set-up non-profit organizations? 
 Was the community empowered, or inspire activism? 
 
4. The Science: What are the scientific concepts and scientific aspect? 
 Below are some example topics:  
 
 HUMAN BIOLOGY: 
 How does the pollution affect health? Is it a chemical or particle? Is there still a health  
 risk? 
 
 ECOSYSTEMS: 
 How does the pollution impact the ecosystem? Is one species affected more than  
 another? Does that disrupt the food chain? Does the pollution destroy habitat? Is  
 diversity of species lost? Are plants or animals more affected? 
 

 

   WATER QUALITY: 

Was eutrophication a result of the pollution? What are the detrimental effects of the            
presence of heavy metals in aquatic systems? 

                FOOD QUALITY: 
 Were food sources affected? Was the soil contaminated?  
                 
 AIR QUALITY: 
 Would the pollution cause lung problems? If so how would it cause lung      
                problems? Were there asbestos or other particulates released? Would respirators be  
                effective? 
     
 ATTENUATION/BIOREMEDIATION: 
 Did they increase the rate of natural degradation? How did they increase the rate? 
  
 TECHNOLOGY/HUMAN REMEDIATION: 
 Were chemicals added? Was contamination physically removed? Are filters used? 
 (i.e. booms, skimming, burning, scrubbers on factory pipes). 
 

 
II. Viewing an Example of a Documentary Assignment  
A sample documentary can be shown to students which can aid them in identifying different 
aspects of a pollution event and the elements included in documentaries. A documentary review 
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handout and fact sheet is provided for the documentary viewing.  These may aid the student in 
identifying the basic elements and aspects of the documentary format.  

 A list of documentaries is provided on page# . 
 
III. Group Dynamics 
This project may work best with 4 students per group. Students can be assigned different roles for 
each section (i.e. student 1 will be a researcher for the historical section, and videographer for the 
science section). Students can work on sections simultaneously (i.e. student 2 can start 
researching the community section, while they wait to video the historical section). Roles should 
be assigned at the beginning of the project. The suggested roles and responsibilities are below: 
General Responsibilities for each role: 
Role 1- Section Manager/Researcher/Interviewer Creates meeting times and agenda for  

each meeting. Accountable for ensuring milestones/tasks are completed on time by each 
role. Helps organize tasks for each role. 

Role 2- Researcher/Recorder Keeps a written record of each student’s tasks.  
Role 3- Videographer/Photographer Take video and photos. 
Role 4- Editor/Organizer/Soundtrack Makes final decision on facts, grammar, video clips,  
 and photos to be included in the documentary. 
 
All roles Research, brainstorm, and decide on pollution event. Collaborate on outline of 
storyboard. Collaborate on final editing process. ALL STUDENTS ASSIST EACH OTHER. 
  
Group Assessment: 
Often a group is assessed as a whole (i.e. everyone in the group gets the same grade). However, 
it may be beneficial to grade each individual within the group. The teacher can decide whether to 
include an option whereby the group can vote a student out of the group for lack of task 
completion and participation. 
 
Below are some resources that may be helpful to assess individuals in the group: 
www.ncsec.org/team11/RubricPeer&SelfEvaluation.doc  
www.wisc.edu/cbe/assets/docs/pdf/.../group_eval_rubric.pdf  
http://business.fullerton.edu/centers/CollegeAssessmentCenter/RubricDirectory/other_rubrics.htm  
 
Notes on what to grade: 
Creativity 
Video Content: all sections covered? 50 points for science, 50 points for history and community 
Group Skills 
Weekly Updates 
Meeting Minutes 
Task Tracker: useful for individual contribution and record of student roles 
Fact Sheet 
Storyboard: is there a story 

IV. Student Tools: 

Suggested workflow: determine feasible pollution event, watch documentaries, organize group,  
gather facts for all sections, make a story (the script), make a storyboard (the images, video, audio 
etc), keeps records (of tasks, facts, interviewees), edit. 

 

http://www.ncsec.org/team11/RubricPeer&SelfEvaluation.doc
http://www.wisc.edu/cbe/assets/docs/pdf/.../group_eval_rubric.pdf
http://business.fullerton.edu/centers/CollegeAssessmentCenter/RubricDirectory/other_rubrics.htm


ATEEC Fellows Institute Page 6 of 22 www.ateec.org 

Student Instructions (pages 7-9): This summary will help students keep track of the requirements 
of the assignment. 

Fact sheet (pages 10-12): Students can use this sheet to collect most of the information about the 
pollution event. Also, an example documentary can be shown to students. The students can fill in 
the fact sheet using the example documentary. 

Photography/Videography/Documentary Tips (page 16):  There is a list of tips and resources that 
provides you with suggestions on taking good photos and videos as well as how to make a good 
documentary. This will also help you keep track of information for each interview.  This will also 
remind you to GET PERMISSION to interview people and to visit sites. 

Notes on storyboarding (page 15): Students should outline the progression of their story before 
they begin filming or taking pictures. 

Agenda/Meeting Minutes (page19): This document can be used by the section manager to 
organize effective meetings and by the recorder to keep track of the agreements made during the 
meeting. 

Weekly report (page 21): This document can be used to report the student progress to the teacher. 

Task Tracker (additional file): This excel file can help the recorder and section manager keep track 
of and organize the tasks that each student is responsible for completing. 

V. Tracking Student Progress/Milestones:  

Many of the student tools above can be used to track and assess the progress of student projects.  
 
 
VI. Optional Extensions: 

As a service learning project, students could be required to present their documentary to 
an organization or civic group such as city councils, civic groups, clubs, Boy Scouts, Girl Scouts, 
elementary schools, colleges, or other interested parties. 
 

A class could elect to hold a film festival and vote on the best videos.  The best videos 
could then be uploaded to a video database like teacher tube. 

 
Students could make a mock website or develop a non-profit organization.  There are 

many resources available to students for this activity.   
For example: http://managementhelp.org/startingorganizations/start-nonprofit.htm  

 
 
 
 

http://managementhelp.org/startingorganizations/start-nonprofit.htm
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Student Instructions 

 

 

Detailed description of activity: This handout will accompany the power point presentation to 
introduce the project to the students.  This will also introduce resources for the student to use: task 
tracker (separate excel file), agenda/meeting minutes (page #), pollution fact sheet (page #), story 
outline/story board and videography/photography/documentary tips (page #). 

Semester Project: Anatomy of an Environmental Disaster: Exploring pollution events though 
production of a documentary 

 
You will be making a documentary on a local or regional environmental pollution event. Like any 
scholarly work, the purpose of a documentary is to tell some compelling story. The big difference is 
the creator is using images rather than words to tell the story. Therefore, the images and the 
choice of images are critically important. A wise sage once said, “A picture is worth a thousand 
words.” This is only true (typically) if the image conforms to one or more of the best practices for 
creating images.)   
A pollution event has FOUR main aspects/sections: the actual event, the community impact, the 
science, and the history.  
A documentary is creative.  Be creative.  However, you must document/present each section in 
detail. Use the power point and topics discussions in class as a guide.   
 
Groups: 
You will be assigned a group.  Each student will be required to bring in 3 documents on a local 
pollution event.  The group will decide on which event to make into a documentary. (See resources 
below)  Each student will be assigned a different role for each section (i.e. Student 1 could be the 
Videographer for the history section, the Manager for the Science section, the Editor for the 
Community section and the Recorder for the Event section). The roles and responsibilities are 
listed below: 
 

Role 1- Section Manager/Researcher/Interviewer Creates meeting times and agenda 
for each meeting. Accountable for ensuring milestones/tasks are completed on time by 
each role. Helps organize tasks for each role. 
Role 2- Researcher/Recorder Keeps a written record of each student’s tasks.  
Role 3- Videographer/Photographer Take video and photos. 
Role 4- Editor/Organizer/Soundtrack Makes final decision on facts, grammar, video 
clips, and photos to be included in the documentary. 

 
All roles Research, brainstorm, and decide on pollution event. Collaborate on outline of 
storyboard. Collaborate on final editing process. HELP EACH OTHER. 

NOTE: Sections of the documentary can be done simultaneously. EVERY student should be 
working on a task at all times (i.e. if you are waiting to take videos for the history section, you could 
also be researching the community section). 

More on group projects 
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Interaction within the group  
is based upon mutual respect and encouragement.  

Often creativity is vague.  
Ideas are important to the success of the project, not personalities. 
A group's strength lies in its ability to develop ideas individuals bring.  

Conflict can be an extension of creativity. 
The group should be aware of this eventuality. Resolution of conflict balances the end 
goals with mutual respect. In other words, a group project is a cooperative, rather than a 
competitive, learning experience.  

Tools: 

Student Instructions: This summary will help you keep track of the requirements for the 
assignment. 

Researching and locating a local or regional pollution event: Finding Superfund sites using Google 
earth. The EPA provides web sites which provide information for the general public and for those 
involved in the Superfund program. You will find information about Superfund sites in your area, 
the health effects of common contaminants, cleanup efforts, and how you can become involved in 
cleanup activities in your community. [“The Comprehensive Environmental Response, 
Compensation, and Liability Act (CERCLA), commonly known as Superfund, were enacted by 
Congress on December 11, 1980. This law created a tax on the chemical and petroleum industries 
and provided broad Federal authority to respond directly to releases or threatened releases of 
hazardous substances that may endanger public health or the environment.”] 
 

Google Earth: Open Google Earth.  
Visit the EPA Superfund/CERCLA sites at: 
http://bbs.keyhole.com/ubb/ubbthreads.php?ubb=showflat&Number=730352.  
Click on the first file under attachments which is the kmz Superfund file that will appear in 
Temporary Places. Click on any of the red markers to explore a contamination site. 
http://www.epa.gov/superfund/policy/cercla.htm  
http://www.epa.gov/superfund/index.htm  
http://www.epa.gov/superfund/sites/index.htm 
http://iaspub.epa.gov/apex/cimc/f?p=255:63:3152853338310700  

Organizing:  You should organize the pollution event facts before taking photos and videos. 

Fact sheet: You can use this sheet to collect most of the information about the pollution 
event.  

Documentary Tips: There is a brief list of resources and tips for making a good 
documentary. This will also help you keep track of information for each interview and 
remind you to GET PERMISSION to interview people and to visit sites. 

Notes on storyboarding: You should outline the progression of your story before you begin 
filming or taking pictures. 

Photography/Videography:  There is a list of tips and resources that provides you with 
suggestions on taking good photos.  

https://outlook.wmcarey.edu/owa/redir.aspx?C=5330a763272b47a99fd1bf5b8394fb25&URL=http%3a%2f%2fbbs.keyhole.com%2fubb%2fubbthreads.php%3fubb%3dshowflat%26Number%3d730352
https://outlook.wmcarey.edu/owa/redir.aspx?C=5330a763272b47a99fd1bf5b8394fb25&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.epa.gov%2fsuperfund%2fpolicy%2fcercla.htm
https://outlook.wmcarey.edu/owa/redir.aspx?C=5330a763272b47a99fd1bf5b8394fb25&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.epa.gov%2fsuperfund%2findex.htm
https://outlook.wmcarey.edu/owa/redir.aspx?C=5330a763272b47a99fd1bf5b8394fb25&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.epa.gov%2fsuperfund%2fsites%2findex.htm
https://outlook.wmcarey.edu/owa/redir.aspx?C=5330a763272b47a99fd1bf5b8394fb25&URL=http%3a%2f%2fiaspub.epa.gov%2fapex%2fcimc%2ff%3fp%3d255%3a63%3a3152853338310700
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Agenda/Meeting Minutes: This document can be used by the section manager to organize 
effective meetings and the recorder to keep track of the agreements made during the 
meeting. 

Weekly update: This document can be used to report your progress to the teacher. 

Task Tracker: This excel file may help the recorder and section manager keep track of and 
organize the tasks that each student is responsible for completing 

Milestones/References: 

The teacher may ask to see any of the above documents. You must include your sources. Credit 
everyone.
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Recognizing Aspects and Facts of a Pollution Event 
Documentary 

Date: 30 Jun 2011 

Might be used in courses such as: Environmental Science, Introductory Biology, Natural Sciences 
or others 

Approximate time to complete activity: One hour to 30 minutes 

Materials/resources needed: PBS Frontline: The Spill or similar. A list of suggested documentaries 
and other resources can be found at the end of this document. 

Developed by: Lynn Singletary, Farah Firtha and Robert Ford 

What level of learning does this activity aim to stimulate: High-school or college.  This could also 
be adapted for elementary school classes.  

Necessary background knowledge: None. 

Detailed description of activity: Students will be assigned to produce a pollution documentary. The 
teacher can introduce the assignment via power point.  Each aspect of the documentary will be 
explained. Students will then watch a documentary and be asked to recognize each aspect of the 
example documentary using the handout provided. This practice activity will get students ready to 
complete their pollution event fact sheet. 
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Aspects of a Documentary 

Name: ___________________ 

You will be watching a documentary. List the aspects of the documentary that were discussed in 
class.  Note aspects that are MISSING or not reported in the documentary. 

Documentary Title: ___________________________________________ 

Pollution Event: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

History: 

Science: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Community: 
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Aspects of a Documentary 

Answer KEY 

You will be watching a documentary. List the aspects of the documentary that were discussed in 
class.  Note aspects that are MISSING or not reported in the documentary. 

Documentary Title- Frontline: The Spill______________ 

Pollution Event: 

*Millions of gallons of oil spilled in the Gulf of 
Mexico 

*11 people killed 

 

History: 

*BP has had other pollution events: Alaska 
pipeline leaks. 

*BP also has a history of unsafe practices: 
Texas City explosion ($150,000, 20 year old 
equipment exploded, killing people) , Thunder 
Horse Platform malfunction (control valves 
incorrectly installed) 

Science: 

*NEEDS MORE DETAIL 

*The science of the oil was not discussed much 

* The Alaska pipeline corroded and there was 
not enough pigging 

 

Community: 

*BP focused on cost cutting because they 
merged with many other oils companies 

*BP pays settlements and requires people to 
not speak about the event 

*Corrosion brought to BP attention, but were told  
keep it quite and inspect more infrequently with 
unqualified people 
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Pollution Event Fact Sheet 
Documentary Title: ANSWER KEY 

 
I. Pollution Event 

A. Title: BP Deep Horizon Oil Spill 
B. Date of Pollution: April 2010 to July 2010  
C. Brief Description: (could include: type of pollution, amount of pollution, immediate response, 
and morbidity/mortality): The oil rig, Deep Horizon, malfunctioned.  As a result millions of  
gallons of oil were released deep in the Gulf of Mexico. Millions of gallons of dispersants 
were used to help remediate the area, however the application of dispersants are still 
controversial. Eleven people died form the initial explosion. 

  
II. History:  
 

A. Company/ Responsible Party Brief History: British Petroleum 
i. Record of other pollution events: According to the documentary, in Alaska 
260,000 gallons of oil leaked from a corroded pipeline creating a three-foot deep 
oil lake. This was caused by lack of maintenance.  
ii. Safety and Violations Record: BP 

 
B. Site History: 

I. Record of pollution in the same area:  The history of pollution in the Gulf of 
Mexico information was missing from the documentary. Other sources reveal 
that there has been oil spills in the gulf before. 

III. Science: 
Root Cause of Pollution (mechanical malfunction,): 

 
 

Effect of Pollution (toxicological effects, species, habitat, water quality, food quality, air quality):  
 
 

Response to Pollution (bioremediation and human/technology remediation): 
 
 
IV. Community:  

Root Human Cause of Pollution (ethics, regulations, consumerism, negligence, politics): 
 

Human Effect (Social, Economic, positive and negative): 
  
 
 
V. Resources:  
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Additional Documentary Examples and Resources: 

 
BP oil well finally killed off. Five months after the Deepwater Horizon exploded the well has been 
permanently sealed. 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/financevideo/8012497/BP-oil-well-finally-killed-off.html 
 
Hair absorbs oil. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EwQOD_Ir2vQ&feature=related 
 
Deepwater Horizon oil spill clean up one year on. 20 April 2011 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-us-canada-13139375 
 
In Our Own Backyard: The First Love Canal.  Bullfrogfilms.com. A classic video documentary on 
the nation’s first encounter with toxic waste. 
 
One Year On, Photographer Captures the Lingering Impact of the Gulf Oil. 
http://video.pbs.org/video/1890182994  
 
Poisoned Waters: The Startling New Contaminants.  PBS, Frontline. Teachers guide. Available for 
viewing on line at http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/poisonedwaters/view/ 
 
Poisoning Paradise: Ecocide in New Zealand. 
http://www.cultureunplugged.com/play/7123/Poisoning-Paradise---Ecocide-New-Zealand.  
 
The coastline that recovered from an oil spill. 
http://ww/2/hi/programmes/world_news_america/9465748.stm 
 
Sad legacy of BP spill for oystermen. http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-us-canada-13059325  
 
Where has the BP Deepwater Horizon oil gone? 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-us-canada-13132078  
 
 
Documentary Database: 
http://www.freedocumentaries.org/index_cat.php?cat=8 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/financevideo/8012497/BP-oil-well-finally-killed-off.html
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EwQOD_Ir2vQ&feature=related
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-us-canada-13139375
http://video.pbs.org/video/1890182994
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/poisonedwaters/view/
http://www.cultureunplugged.com/play/7123/Poisoning-Paradise---Ecocide-New-Zealand
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-us-canada-13059325
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-us-canada-13132078
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Notes and Resources for Making a Documentary 

 
The following website has short videos on using your cell phone for shooting videos, how to edit 
and many helpful tips.  http://vimeo.com/videoschool/101. 
 
This website is directed more to the beginning for-profit documentary maker but contains a number 
of good suggestions. http://www.suite101.com/content/make-your-own-documentary-film-a7923 
 
 
 
Suggestions: 
 
1.  Watch examples of documentaries. A website for free online viewing is 
http://www.freedocumentaries.org/index_cat.php?cat=8.  
 
2. Research your pollution event as thoroughly as possible.  Know your subject. Be sure to get 
correct bibliographic information. 
 
3.  Create an outline and storyboard for your documentary. 
 
4.  Make a list of people to interview.  Call them first to set up an appointment.  Write up a list of 
questions to ask in your interview.  Make sure to get permission or clearance before you go to the 
location for the interview.  You must get the person you interview to sign a release/permission 
form. Ask if they have any suggestions for other people you might interview.   

http://vimeo.com/videoschool/101
http://www.suite101.com/content/make-your-own-documentary-film-a7923
http://www.freedocumentaries.org/index_cat.php?cat=8
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 Storyboarding: The Essential Orphan of Video Production 

A storyboard is where the rubber meets the proverbial road in video production. One of the biggest 
challenges people making videos have is translating their ideas into images that effectively tell the 
story. The purpose of a storyboard is to help you translate the words of your story into images. 
According to Professor Monkey (n.d.) the storyboard “… is where it all begins. The first step is to 
understand what you are trying to communicate and what your intended message is. If you don't 
understand your message, no one will. Creating a script or storyboard will help ensure that you and 
your audience understand your intent.” It is one thing professional videographers cannot do without but 
one novice videographers typically choose to ignore.  
 
Components of a typical storyboard include both a drawing and written instructions.  The drawing 
lays out the general set design, placement of the subject within the set and any addition 
information which can assist the videographer in telling the story as intended. The written 
instructions describe the relationship between the subject and the set, the overall mood of the 
scene, camera placement, camera framing and lighting position, intensity and angle. A well done 
storyboard will tell the story in 2-dimensions before it becomes 3-dimensions during the filming, 
only to later be reduced to 2-dimensions in the final product. The Film Lab (2009) has put together 
a delightful video explaining the why’s and how’s of preparing and using storyboards. C.R.E.A.T.E 
for Mississippi (2006) has a wonderful .pdf document describing the difference between a script 
(storytelling in words) and a storyboard (the beginning of storytelling in pictures). They also provide 
invaluable insights into way to creatively and effectively translate story ideas into video images. 
This document is a MUST read before you pick up your camera. 
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Notes and Resources for Taking Photos and Videos 

 

Creating High Quality Visual Images 
One of the things we rarely give thought to when taking a photograph is why we are creating the 
image in the first place. There are times when we take a photograph to tell a story. For example, 
we take pictures of friends and family to tell the story of how those individuals and relationships 
change over time. Or we take pictures of family outings and other non-family events to share those 
experiences with others.  If our goal is to use the image to tell a story it is important to create an 
image that high emotional, intellectual and visual impact on the viewer.  
One of the more common visual images people create is the photograph. Someone once said, 
anyone can take a picture but not everyone a can make a photograph. All on has to do to take a 
picture is point the camera in the direction of the object being photographed and press the 
appropriate button. Making a photograph, on the other hand, requires thoughtful attention to the 
purpose of the image and its desired impact on the viewer. There is little one can do to help with 
the former other than raise one’s level of awareness. The latter can easily be achieved through the 
application (or the thoughtful misapplication or disregard) of the best practices for creating high 
quality images. Below is a brief description of the key best practices for making high quality 
photographs and, to some degree, video images. See the references at the end of this document 
for further details and examples as well as some additional best practices worth considering. 
 
Best Practices for Making Photographs and Assorted Other Visual Images  

• Why Rule – Remember, the reason you are creating the picture is to tell your story in 
images rather than words. Just as an author chooses carefully the words and phrases 
used to tell a story, you too should carefully consider what the image should be and look 
like to maximally tell your story. This is probably the most important rule as it dictates 
which of the following rules you use or abuse (by thoughtfully ignoring or misapplying). 

• Rule of Thirds (or the “Anywhere BUT the Center Rule”) – Place the image’s subject 
someplace OTHER than the center of the frame (viewfinder). Most people typically do the 
opposite. Divide the frame into thirds vertically and horizontally. Place the subject either on 
the intersection of these lines or along the outer edge (third) of the frame. 

• Full Frame Rule – The image is all about the subject, so fill the frame (viewfinder) with the 
subject. Too many times photographers place the subject in the center and have lots of 
extraneous “stuff” filling the frame and taking away from the subject (and the story). (See 
also the “Non-Horizontal Camera Rule”.)  

• Lines – Leading, Curved and Diagonal – Use lines within the image to draw the viewer’s 
eyes towards the subject or into the picture. For some reason, humans find curvy lines 
aesthetically pleasing. Use them as you subject permits. 

• Non-Horizontal Camera Rule – Turn the camera to match the overall shape of the subject. 
Believe it or not, cameras will still work if turned on their sides, upside down or, for that 
matter, to any position. If the subject is tall and thin, turn the camera to the vertical (see the 
“Full frame Rule”). Keeping the camera horizontal in this situation will add considerable 
extraneous material to the image, taking the viewer’s attention away from the subject. 
Consider also camera positions that are neither horizontal nor vertical if doing so helps you 
better tell your story. (NOTE: This is NOT a rule typically applied to video images due to the 
limitations of the playback devices used for videos, unless it helps you to tell better your 
story.) This practice, along with the “Anywhere BUT the Center Rule”, probably is the 
practices violated most by picture takers. 

• Lighting – Light your subject from the front (e.g. – Have the light on the subject coming from 
behind you). That said; do not be afraid to consider lighting the subject from other angles or 
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positions. Light coming from the side, back or even below the subject can create an effect 
which contributes to your telling of the story in ways words could never do.  

• “Ignore the Above Rules” Rule – Remember, you apply the above rules to help you best 
tell your story. If ignoring or changing the rules best serves your purpose, do NOT hesitate 
to do so. 

 
Additional Resources 
Guidelines for composing photographs: 
http://www.digicamhelp.com/taking-photos/advanced-techniques/composing-photos/    (Excellent 

guide for how to compose photographs, complete with photographic examples demonstrating 
each rule.) 

http://photoinf.com/     (Website with links to articles describing composition techniques for making 
a variety of photographs (e.g. – landscape, wildlife, etc.). Well worth a look if you have a 
special type of photograph you wish to make. 

http://www.suite101.com/content/tips-for-composing-a-photograph-a210946    (Three simple things 
to consider when making photographs. 

http://www.digital-photography-school.com/4-rules-of-composition-for-landscape-photography 
(Wonderful suggestions for making landscape photographs.) 

http://www.digital-photography-school.com/rapid-composition-how-to-compose-a-photo-quickly    
(Tips for composing photographs on the fly.) 

 
Alternative thoughts on composition (worth a look): 
http://www.lightstalking.com/composition-elements  (Excellent tips one should consider when 

making photographs, complete with photographic examples. 
http://photo.tutsplus.com/articles/composition-articles/hints-tips-for-composing-a-perfect-photo/    

(Another excellent guide with tips one should consider when making photographs  NOT 
typically included in lists of composition rules, complete with photographic examples.  

http://www.azuswebworks.com/photography/composition.html     (Some useful thoughts to 
consider when making photographs, complete with photographic examples.) 

 
Stunning photos with suggestions: 
http://photography.nationalgeographic.com/photography/photo-tips/composition-tips-simply-

beautiful-photos/#/commune-mongolia-stanfield_26009_600x450.jpg  Photographs from 
National Geographic Magazine with description of how each was made.) 
 

 
Some Thoughts on Making Better Videos 
A video is like a photograph or painting, one is trying to tell some story using images in the place 
of words. For that reason it is important to produce a video which has maximum visual impact. 
There are several best practices you can use (or thoughtfully choose to abuse or ignore) to aid you 
in telling effectively the story you wish to share. Below is a brief description of the key best 
practices for making high quality videos. See the references at the end of this document for further 
details and examples as well as some additional best practices worth considering. 
Video Production Best Practices 

• Why Rule – Remember, the reason you are creating the video is to tell your story in 
images rather than words. Just as an author chooses carefully the words and phrases 
used to tell a story, you too should carefully consider what the video should be and how 
the pieces fit together to tell maximally your story. This is probably the most important rule 
as it dictates which of the following rules you use or abuse (by thoughtfully ignoring or 
misapplying). 

• “Think Like a Photographer” Rule – Apply the best practices for making photographs 
(see the document “Creating High Quality Visual Images”) as your goal is to achieve 
maximum storytelling impact. The biggest difference between a photograph and a video is 

http://www.digicamhelp.com/taking-photos/advanced-techniques/composing-photos/
http://photoinf.com/
http://www.suite101.com/content/tips-for-composing-a-photograph-a210946
http://www.digital-photography-school.com/4-rules-of-composition-for-landscape-photography
http://www.digital-photography-school.com/rapid-composition-how-to-compose-a-photo-quickly
http://www.lightstalking.com/composition-elements
http://photo.tutsplus.com/articles/composition-articles/hints-tips-for-composing-a-perfect-photo/
http://www.azuswebworks.com/photography/composition.html
http://photography.nationalgeographic.com/photography/photo-tips/composition-tips-simply-beautiful-photos/#/commune-mongolia-stanfield_26009_600x450.jpg
http://photography.nationalgeographic.com/photography/photo-tips/composition-tips-simply-beautiful-photos/#/commune-mongolia-stanfield_26009_600x450.jpg
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the number of images used to tell the story. In one sense, a video is little more than a 
series of linked “photographs”. High quality images can help you better tell your story. 

• Know Equipment Rule – Familiarize yourself with how your camera works before 
beginning any filming. This is helpful should problems arise with the equipment, but it may 
also reveal some tools you can use to create the video images which can best tell your 
story. 

• Tripod Rule – Use a tripod to avoid shaky images in your video (unless you are using the 
shakes to tell your story). Shaking can distract the viewer and interfere with your 
effectively telling your story. 

• “External Mike” Rule – Invest in and use an external microphone. The built-in 
microphones available in most hand-held video cameras may not do the best job capturing 
sounds from your subject, especially under challenging weather or environmental 
conditions. Most inexpensive external microphones typically do a much better job than the 
build-in models. 

• Anti-Zoom/Anti-Pan Rule – Avoid or at least minimize the use of zooming and panning in 
your video for reason given above (see “Tripod Rule”). Should you use zoom or panning 
as part of your storytelling, do either slowly to minimize viewer distractions. 

• “Lead and Follow” Rule – Take 5 to 6 seconds of video before and after the material you 
really want on tape to facilitate editing. 

• “Ignore Rules” Rule – Remember, you apply the above rules to help you best tell your story. 
If ignoring or changing the rules best serves your purpose, do NOT hesitate to do so. 

 
Additional Resources: 
Video Production Websites: 
http://www.camcorderinfo.com/content/ten_steps_better_video.htm     (Excellent top ten list of 

things to do to make better videos from Camcorder News.) 
http://www.utexas.edu/web/video/pre_prod.php?e=0    (Good introduction to video production from 

the University of Texas – Austin). 
http://www.desktop-video-guide.com/shoot-video.html  (Ten tips to consider when making videos.) 
http://www.powertolearn.com/articles/teaching_with_technology/shooting_good_video.shtml     

(Useful guidelines for making good videos.) 
http://its.ksbe.edu/dst/projects/GuidelinesforShootingVideo.htm      (A PowerPoint presentation 

with suggestions for improving the quality of your video products.) 
 
Video Production Video: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jqwARLl8vFE   (YouTube video offering tips on the types of 

shots one can include in a video production prepared by Making Fantastic Short Films.) 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jw-GG4Nqo2U     (An award winning short documentary put 

together by students in Canada.  Worth viewing to see the result.)  
 
 
 
  

http://www.camcorderinfo.com/content/ten_steps_better_video.htm
http://www.utexas.edu/web/video/pre_prod.php?e=0
http://www.desktop-video-guide.com/shoot-video.html
http://www.powertolearn.com/articles/teaching_with_technology/shooting_good_video.shtml
http://its.ksbe.edu/dst/projects/GuidelinesforShootingVideo.htm
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jqwARLl8vFE
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jw-GG4Nqo2U
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Meeting Minutes and Agenda 

 
Meet with the members of your group to brainstorm/discuss your project. The recorder should 

record what you have discussed and agreed upon below and on the task tracker. The Section 

Manager needs to lead the discussions and keep members focused. The Section manager should 

create an agenda below before each meeting.  

MEETING INFORMATION 

Meeting Date:  Meeting Time:  

Section Manager:  Documentary 
Name: 

 

    

Next Meeting Date:    

 

GROUP ATTENDANCE 

 

 

AGENDA TOPICS 
Discussion Topic Results 

 
 
 

•  
 

 
 
 

•  
 

 
 
 

•  
 

 
 
 

•  
 

 
 
 

•  

 

ACTION ITEMS 
Action Item Responsible Person Due Date Status 
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Weekly Update 

 
NOTE: To avoid confusion, be sure to initial and date each comment. Examples are in Red 
 
Group/Documentary Name: ______________________ 
 
Date:    

 
  

 Update 
Tasks completed  

 Photos of site complete 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Tasks in-process  John is editing the video 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Road blocks  We did not have permission to interview Jane Doe 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

How would you 
rank the progress 
of your group? 

 1 = not so good; we need the instructor to intervene. 
 2= okay, still have more to do. Some members need to contribute more. 
 3 = good; we have plans in place, members are contributing well 
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