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    Part 1: The Freshman Year 

During your Freshman Year at NYU, you will not touch a film 

or video camera. You will not write a script. Because, you see, you 

are not ready to make a film. You are but a lowly freshman. You 

do not understand sound, or images. Hence, you must take a 

course called “Sound Image”. You do not understand the film 

frame. Or sequence. Hence, you must take a course titled “Frame 

and Sequence”.  

I know, you may have even submitted a completed film or 

video in your portfolio to gain admission to the school. You may 

have been operating a video or film camera all throughout high 

school, own your own Final Cut pro editing system, and shot a 

dozen or more short movies.  

But you aren‟t ready. Trust us.  

Film is a delicate art that requires years of practice and 

mentorship from highly skilled artisans, like our accomplished 

faculty. Never mind people who didn‟t attend or complete film 

school, like the guys who made “South Park” or Hal Ashby or Kevin 

Smith or Robert Rodriguez or Steven Spielberg or David Fincher or 

P.T. Anderson or James Cameron or Quentin Tarantino or Woody 

Allen or Peter Jackson or Ben Younger or Billy Wilder or Judd 
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Apatow or Stanley Kubrick or Sergio Leone or John Ford or 

Christopher Nolan or Wolfgang Petersen or Sydney Pollack or Sir 

Carol Reed or Douglas Sirk or Mel Brooks  or Steven Soderbergh or 

Richard Donner or Blake Edwards or Victor Fleming or John 

Frankenheimer or Milos Forman or Mike Figgis or Michael Apted or 

John G. Avildsen (“The Karate Kid”) or Wes Craven or Jonathan 

Demme or Michael Mann or Guy Ritchie or Danny Boyle or John 

Sayles or David O. Russell. Or pretty much anyone who made a 

movie before the 1960, when there was no such thing as film 

school.  

You need film school. As a member of the MTV generation, 

you have been inundated with visual narratives since your birth. 

You are skilled in the use of some of the most advanced technical 

equipment ever invented to capture and manipulate images, like 

digital video cameras and editing equipment.  

And that is why, for your freshman year, we are going to let 

you play with a tape recorder and make a slideshow.  
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Chapter 1 

Tape Recorders & Slideshows  

Course Description: 

Digital Frame & Sequence 

H56.0039   Studio   4 Credits 

Course Level: Introductory 

This core production course is to be taken as a complement to 

Sound Image, in preparation for the Fundamentals of Sight and 

Sound: Film and Video courses. The course encompasses the basic 

elements of 35 mm still photography and multi-image sequencing. 

Covered are all camera functions, depth of field, motion, 

portraiture, lighting, color, narrative structure, and composition. 

Sequencing of images is accomplished digitally using Final Cut Pro 

on Macintosh workstations. The class meets each week during one 

lecture section for production information, screenings, and 

discussions along with a lab section where students learn digital 

editing. Each student does photographic assignments and directs 

two multi-image projects. Additionally, students serve on a group 

project. All students must have a 35 mm, fully adjustable camera 

and light meter. An automatic camera is not acceptable. The light 

meter may be in the camera. Special Note: Students are 

expected to put in 12 hours of crewing on upper classmen's film 

projects to introduce them to this very important collaborative 

aspect of the film and television profession. During the Freshman 

Colloquia, upper classmen will pitch their projects for interested 

students to sign up.  

Frame and Sequence is a mandatory, $4,592 photography 

class. (4 credits at $1,148 a credit = $4,592). I took a Basic Photo 

class in high school and learned all about depth of field, motion, 

portraiture, lighting, color, and composition. You can get this from 

any course at a community darkroom for well under a thousand 

dollars.  
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But the teaching of narrative structure is a different animal 

altogether. For weeks, you will immerse yourself in the craft of 

weaving a complex and intelligent narrative under the tutelage of 

a seasoned veteran of the trade. The class is so engrossing, so 

stimulating that you may lose track of time and space, completely 

absorbed in creative rapture.  

Okay, no. You don‟t get that. But you will learn about early 

pinhole cameras. 

The course description is almost exactly the same as it was 

back when I took it back in 1996. This indicates that the 

administration has clearly taken the many student complaints 

about the uselessness of the class into serious consideration. 

 When I went, you had 4 projects. The first one was freestyle, 

take pictures of what you want. (What guidance!) The second was 

a PORTRAIT. So I took pictures of my friend Sarah looking sexy and 

pouty. (Spellbinding!) The third project was with a group (almost 

like a “crew”!). And the fourth project was not just an exercise. No, 

for the fourth project you actually got to create a NARRATIVE. A 

“story” told with pictures. And… music!  

A slideshow! 

For my final project, I literally brought in a bunch of slides, 

loaded them into a slide projector, and synched them up with an 

audio tape. It was fine for presenting to the class. When my 

parents asked me to show them what I had just done with my first 

semester of college, all I could do was show them the slides. They 

were supportive, albeit confused.  Like me, they didn‟t really get it 

but they assumed the school knew what it was doing.  

Nowadays, you don‟t have to use an actual slide projector. 

You get to show your projects on a “computer”. The course 

description says that your highly skilled professor will teach you 
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digital editing. How you are supposed to learn editing with still 

pictures, I don‟t know. It‟s not really an accurate description of the 

class.  

When I attended school back in 1996, computer editing 

technology was still relatively new. The only system available was 

the AVID, and one of those could cost you $30,000 to $75,000.  

Today, most students who attend film school have their own 

Macintosh or PC computers with non-linear editing software. Video 

editing has become so affordable that many high schools have 

their own “video labs” featuring rows of iMacs equipped with 

iMovei and Final Cut Pro.  

The 10th Floor of Tisch features the same Macintosh computers 

available at Brighton High School, my alma matter. The only 

difference is that the computers at Tisch are housed inside a 

building bearing a flag that says “NYU”, on Broadway in New York 

City.  

Any high school senior at Brighton can shoot and edit a short 

film or video. But if you‟re a Frosh at NYU Film… you can‟t. But hey, 

its only the first semester. Next semester, they‟ve got to let you 

make a film.  

Right?  
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Sound Image 

H56.0048   Studio   4 Credits 

Course Level: Introductory/Fundamental 

Required of all Freshmen and all radio majors.  

A fundamental-level core production workshop introducing the 

world of sound in film, television, and radio. Students will explore 

through individual and group projects of increasing complexity 

and sophistication the art of creating a "theater of the mind" in the 

sound medium.  

Laboratory periods are designed to provide a wide variety of 

audio recording experiences both on location and in studio. 

Specific production techniques such as live recording, mixing, and 

editing will be stressed.  

Lectures will focus on the theories of basic acoustics and audio 

electronics, the aesthetics of the sound medium, and the 

development of critical listening skills.  

Sound Image is a great class to take if you have a keen interest 

in Radio. After all, you spend a lot of time in Radio Booths, using 

the same mics they use in Radio, and for your final project, you will 

produce a full length Radio Drama. The course was originally 

offered exclusively for Radio Majors, working in the Radio 

Department, who were attending Radio School so they could 

have an exciting career in the exciting world of Radio.  

So naturally, the course is mandatory for Film and TV Majors.  

When I took Sound Image long ago, the course description 

was about the same as you see it listed above. But we didn‟t learn 

a thing about feature film sound recording. We learned about 

Radio recording.  

If you‟ve ever seen a film set portrayed in popular culture, you 

will notice that all of the microphones are long and elliptical. Like a 
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shotgun. Hence, these mics are called “shotgun” mics. These mics 

are so named because due to their streamlined shape, they only 

pick up sound in the direction they are facing. Hence, the 

technical name “uni-directional”. These mics are used for dialogue 

so that, in a crowded marketplace, you only hear what your 

actors are saying and not the curious musings of Achmad the 

Grocer, standing 10 feet to the left of your star.  

Shotgun mics are the most common mics used in the movies.  

But, in this fundamental course, we didn‟t even touch a 

shotgun microphone. Nor did we deal with dialogue in a scene.  

Instead, when I took this class, we were given an audio tape 

recorder that must have been manufactured in the late sixties. It 

was a bulky, clunky, metallic device with an omni directional 

microphone. (“Omni directional” microphones pick up sound from 

all over the place. They are rarely used in movies.)  

We were told to go out into the city and “record sounds”.  

So we did. Sounds of the subway. Sounds of traffic. Sounds of 

the deli down the street.  

Then, we came into the class room and listened to these tape 

recordings, and tried to figure out where they were taken.  

“Did you take this in the subway?” I asked, listening to the roar 

of the train.  

“Why yes!” my classmate answered, his mouth agape. “How-

ever-did-you-know?” 

It was all part of teaching us about the mysterious “theater of 

the mind”, and imbuing us with “Critical listening skills”.  

To be fair, I did find a good use for these Critical Listening Skills. I 

used to them to detect the sound of all my money being sucked 

out of my pockets. SSSSWWWWSSSSHHHHHH. Too bad that, at the 

time, I thought it was the subway.  
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What followed was a very bizarre semester. We were given 

further assignments to record sounds. Then, we were given some 

pseudo-narrative assignments, where were allowed to write short 3 

minute radio sketches. We could use actors and sign out these 

small “radio” booths on the Sound Floor. We recorded sound onto 

¼”, reel to reel magnetic tape and edited our little projects by 

literally cutting the magnetic tape with a razor blade and splicing 

it together with scotch tape.  

I made a short sketch about Marilyn Manson singing to a 

bunch of pre-schoolers. It was fun. Don‟t know what I can do with 

it. People in the industry aren‟t usually interested in audio only 

projects presented on ¼” magnetic tape.  

For our final project, we were grouped into teams of 4. I wrote 

a 10 page Radio Drama called “Delusions of Grandeur”, about a 

guy who gets hit on the head and thinks he is in the movie 

“Double Indemnity”. It won us the Tony Hawkins Award for 

Excellence in Sound. That was neat, but I still didn‟t get why I was 

just about to complete my Freshman Year at the most prestigious 

school in the country, and all I had to show for it was a slide show 

and a Radio Drama.  

Ross and Craig, the technical wizards on my crew, had taught 

themselves how to use Pro-Tools, which is a professional audio 

mixing program. We did all of our editing on a computer (which 

we had to fight to get permission for). Our unfortunate classmates 

had to splice their projects together using scotch tape and razor 

blades.  

The school has finally upgraded their technology so that all 

sound editing is done using Pro Tools. And instead of those clunky 

audio tape records, students are given Digital Mazer recording 

units with Flash cards. It sounds fancy, but it‟s really just a digital 
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tape recorder. And you‟re still using omni-dimensional mics. And 

doing radio dramas.  

And when did they upgrade from analog tape with razor 

blades and scotch tape to digital? In 2003.  

That‟s Seven years after I took the class, and my intrepid 

classmates used Pro-Tools.  

Seven years.  

Jesus.  

 

Baking the Cake 

Rather than making tape recordings of sounds of the city with 

microphones that have nothing to do with feature film sound 

production, why not take out a $2,000 Sennheiser MKH60 

microphone from your local rental house for $100 a week and play 

with the levels? You could plug the mic into the $3,000 Panasonic 

DVX-100A Digital Video camera that you purchased with all the 

money you saved by skipping these two Freshman courses.  

Read a book on the subject, then go get on a film set. Bug the 

sound guy. Watch him. Ask questions. Offer to hold the boom pole. 

You‟ll learn more in one day than you will during the entire 

semester.  

It boggles my mind how removed from reality the 

Administration must be to continue requiring this class. Remember 

in “The Karate Kid” when Mr. Miyagi made Daniel-San do all of 

those seemingly irrelevant menial chores around the house, but he 

was actually learning karate?  

I think the Administration thinks they are Mr. Miyagi, and they 

are teaching students like Daniel-San. But these sound exercises 

are not like “wax on, wax off”. It‟s more like if Mr. Miyagi told 

Daniel-San to bake a cake.  
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And then when it came time to fight Johnny at the 

tournament, Daniel-San would be dead. He trusted his Sensei to 

teach him Karate, but all he learned how to do was bake a 

f$%^#g cake. So now Johnny is attacking him with roundhouse 

kicks and all Daniel-San can do is to pretend he is mixing cake 

batter.  

If you‟re on a feature film set and you need to help out with 

sound recording or boom pole operation, you‟re clueless. You 

don‟t know anything about room tone or sound directionality or 

mixing or riding levels or gain or operating the appropriate 

equipment. You‟re standing there with a digital tape recorder and 

an omni directional microphone and your radio drama. Your cake. 

This course has taught you nothing at all. And you‟ve paid $25,000 

for the semester.  

 

Beginning Basics 

According to the school‟s own marketing material, the 

Freshman Year is called “Beginning Basics”. Seriously. Like 

kindergarten. This might have made sense back in 1980, in the 

school‟s heyday. Before video cameras and computers with non 

linear editing systems were readily available at Wal Mart.  

It does make sense, but only from the school‟s point of view. 

Without stretching out the relatively basic craft of filmmaking over 

4 costly years, the school would make no money.  

To even get into the school, most students demonstrate an 

aptitude that exceeds the teachings of the first year curriculum. 

Most submit a completed video, edited with nonlinear computer 

based equipment, for their portfolio. Students who have never 

made a film or video are allowed to submit writing samples or still 

photos. If a student has never shot a video, why not allow them to 
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dive right in and get their hands dirty with some basic video 

equipment? It‟s certainly cheap enough these days. And if 

they‟ve already worked with video, why not help them refine their 

skills?  

But instead, these talented, driven, creative young people 

spend an entire year of school playing with irrelevant sound 

equipment and taking still photographs for the same price as a 

high grade industrial film camera.   

You can get the real basics of filmmaking very inexpensively. 

You can learn them from another filmmaker, or a book, or a class 

at a community college. You can just fool around with the camera 

yourself. Or go to http://acceptable.tv/tutorials and watch their 

tutorials. Not only are they amusing and informative, but they 

feature Jack Black(!) 

I taught myself how to edit with AVID and Final Cut Pro in under 

a week. You can too. It‟s just like word processing with pictures. It‟s 

not rocket science.  

It is the practice, refinement, and application of those skills that 

takes time and effort. You should not trust any person or institution 

who tells you that learning the fundamentals of the filmmaking 

process require years of academic training or thousands and 

thousands of dollars.  

Let me give you an example. Here is a simple rule of 

composition to make your work more professional. We call it the 

one third rule. Divide your frame up with imaginary lines into thirds. 

Then, frame your subject in either the left third or the right third, not 

the middle.  

Like this: 
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Guy holding a wheel of 

cheese framed poorly.  
 

 

Me looking awesome with the 1/3 

rule 
 

 

See? It‟s simple. This technique can drastically change the 

appearance of the images you capture, helping to differentiate 

your work from the average dreck on Youtube. But let‟s face it, 

learning and grasping a technique like this is not the same as 

earning a degree in medicine, engineering, or the law. You can‟t 

become a lawyer by reading handy tips in books written by 

disgruntled law school grads. You have to study detailed, specific, 

and necessary information. You have to graduate from an 

accredited school and pass a state mandated exam.  

Is all that fuss necessary to reframe your subject and know 

where to put the lights? 

Nope.  

Of course, how could anybody truly deliver on a class that 

costs $4,000+? Outside of an academic setting, no fool in their 

right mind would pay that much for a class unless it was being 

taught by Spielberg himself. And, last time I checked, Spielberg 

never went to film school, much less taught there.  

 


