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Documentary 101’s 
Trade Secrets From an Award-Winning Producer 

 
 

This Film Playbook book is where you will summarize all of the relevant information for 
your documentary.  Essentially, this reference tool is the one thing you will need to keep 
yourself organized as you make your film. These precious notes will become your 
documentary blueprint, and will enable you to create your best documentary step by 
step! 

 
Your Documentary 101” Film Play Book includes the following:  
 

DEFINE YOUR TOPIC: Decisions & Discoveries: The Columbus Stage   
Shape Your Documentary Idea       Pg. 5 

o Brainstorm Some Ideas      Pg. 6 
o Step 1. Define Your Documentary Goal     Pg. 10   
o Step 2. Identify Your Theme and Markets   Pg. 12 
o Step 3. Choose Your Idea       Pg. 16 
o Step 4 Choose Your Type of Documentary   Pg. 17 
o Title Your Documentary      Pg. 18 
o Name Your Production Company     Pg. 20 
 

PRE-PRODUCTION: PLANNING DECISIONS 
o Define Your Vision       Pg. 21 
o Define Your Motives      Pg. 22 
o Research Your Target Audience     Pg. 23 
o Your Initial Documentary Building Materials   Pg. 25 
o Identify Your Strengths      Pg. 29 
 

FILMING DECISIONS: Film Basics 
o Filming Considerations: Your Location and Camera  Pg. 32 
o Research Your Topic      Pg. 37 
o Make Your Interview Decisions      Pg. 38 
o Research: Travel and Studios     Pg. 42 
o Crew Decisions       Pg. 44 
o Identify Sources of Funding     Pg. 45 
o How to Get Rights and Licenses     Pg. 46 
 

STRUCTURE AND SCHEDULE YOUR DOCUMENTARY 
o How to Create a Storyboard     Pg. 49 
o How to do a Shot List      Pg. 50 
o How to do a Schedule      Pg. 52 
o How to do a Budget       Pg. 56 
o Series Decisions       Pg. 58 
o Key Production Checklist: Things to Book in Advance Pg. 59 
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PRODUCTION DECISIONS: FILM PRODUCTION 
o Camera Decisions       Pg. 60 
o Lighting        Pg. 65 
o Sound During Filming      Pg. 68 
o How to Log in Your Footage     Pg. 70 
 

INTERVIEW DECISIONS 
o Write Your Interview Questions     Pg. 78 
 

POST PRODUCTION: EDITING DECISIONS 
o Edit Your Documentary      Pg. 82 
o Definitions and Organization     Pg. 83 

! Get Organized      Pg. 86 
! Do a Rough Cut      Pg. 88 
! Do an Offline Edit      Pg. 89 
! Sound        Pg. 93 
! Sample Edit Lists      Pg. 95 
! Do an Online Edit      Pg. 99 
! Edit Decision Checklist     Pg. 102 
! Determine Your Project’s Format    Pg. 103 

o Sound During Editing      Pg. 108 
o Narration        Pg. 109 
o Transitions        Pg. 111 
o Music Workbook       Pg. 113 
o KEY CHECKLIST: After the Shoot    Pg. 115 

 
EXTRAS; Special Productions 

o How to do a Series       Pg. 117 
o How to do a Movie for the Web (The Webvie)   Pg. 118 
o How to Do a Life Story      Pg. 126 
o How to do a Trailer for your film     Pg. 127 

 
 

MARKETING DECISIONS: It’s Showtime! 
o Screening Your Film      Pg. 129 
o KEY CHECKLIST. The Day of Your Screening  Pg. 135 
o Submitting to Film Festivals     Pg. 137 
o Distribution Channels for Your Documentary   Pg. 139 
o RESOURCES       Pg. 140 
 

FORMS FOR YOU TO USE   
o Nondisclosure and Confidentiality Agreements   Pg. 143 
o Cover Licenses       Pg. 145 
o General FBI Warning      Pg. 146 
o Letter of Agreement to Represent Script    Pg. 147 
o Location Agreement and Release     Pg. 148 

 
NOTE: The other samples are in a separate pdf for you and include: 
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PRE  
Objectives/goals/purpose       
Sample Budgets  
Agendas and Plans  
Outlines and sections  
Sample Proposals 
Sample Requests 
Sample Interview Questions 
 
PRO 
Sample Logged Interviews 
Sample Logged Footage 
 
POST 
Sample Lists 
Sample Music Lists 
Sample Narration 
Sample Edit Decision Lists (EDLs) 
 
MARKET 
Market Plans/Press Releases  
Sample Descriptions 
Sample Ads and Flyers and Sales letters 
Letters to Sponsors//Requests 
Sample Reviews 
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DEFINE YOUR TOPIC 
SHAPING YOUR  

DOCUMENTARY IDEA  
 
 
 

You need four elements for a good documentary. 
 

1. Your Dream 
2. Your Theme 
3. Your Scheme 
4. Your Team 

 
 

Let’s begin by brainstorming your documentary dream. 
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BRAINSTORM 
 

Begin to brainstorm your documentary idea. The whole realm of “anything in the 
universe” is possible for a documentary. So get creative. Write down anything that really 
interests you for your first documentary. Start with some of your general interests. They 
may give a hint as to what your most passionate interests are. 

 
Hidden Treasures 

 
There is a story about a man, Ali Hafed, who wanted to find diamonds. He eventually 
sold his land and traveled the world to try to find the diamonds. The man who 
purchased Ali Hafed’s land dug in the yard, and found it was filled with diamonds. All the 
while Ali was searching for something he thought he didn’t have, it was right under his 
nose. This story is from a famous speech by Russell Conwell. He gave that speech over 
a thousand times in the early 1900’s. The message still applies today. What is it that 
you might have overlooked in your own backyard of life? Are there diamonds? You 
certainly have some skills, interests, talents, or knowledge that could be very valuable to 
other people. Often what you admire in other people, movies or books is something 
that, when you analyze it, can trigger your own theme ideas.  
Now go find your diamonds. 

 
Let‘s start with your Interests 

List your favorite films 
 

1.________________________________________________________ 
 
2.________________________________________________________ 
 
3.________________________________________________________ 
 
4._________________________________________________________ 
 
5._________________________________________________________ 
 
 

What are the themes in those films? 
 
 1. __________________________________________________________ 
 

 2. __________________________________________________________ 
 
 3. __________________________________________________________ 
 
 4. __________________________________________________________ 
 

1. ____________________________________________________________ 
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Are there any common themes? List them here. 
 
 ___________________________________________________________ 
 
 ______________________________________________________________ 
 
 ______________________________________________________________ 
 
Books also compel and interest us because of the style, the characters, or the storyline. 
There may be great ideas that you can get from the books you have loved throughout 
your life. This exercise can also uncover some interesting themes about what you like 
and are drawn to. 
 
 
List your favorite books 
 

1.________________________________________________________ 
 
2.________________________________________________________ 
 
3.________________________________________________________ 
 
4._________________________________________________________ 
 
5._________________________________________________________ 
 
 

What are the themes in those books? 
 
 1. __________________________________________________________ 
 
 2. __________________________________________________________ 
 
 3. __________________________________________________________ 
 
 4. __________________________________________________________ 
 

2. ____________________________________________________________ 
 
  
Are there any common themes? List them here. 
 
 ___________________________________________________________ 
 
 ______________________________________________________________ 
 

 ______________________________________________________________ 
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BRAINSTORM SOME DOCUMENTARY IDEAS 

 
If you had an unlimited budget and you knew that you could get the cooperation 
necessary for any idea you had, what would you really want to do a documentary 
about? If the history of figs and which famous people liked them is your passion, list it 
here. If the favorite horses owned by royalty is your passion, put that down here. Don’t 
dismiss anything now. You don’t need to list ten, but list as many as you can think of. 

 
1.  

2. 

3.  

4.  

5.  

6.  

7.  

8.  

9. 

10. 
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PICK A PAIR OF DOCUMENTARIES 
 

I hope that got your creative sparks flowing. From that above list, choose your two 
favorite topics. Think about how these potential documentaries might be interesting to 
others as well. Try to think of which ideas would have a good target audience. Ask 
yourself if there is going to be enough of a market for your doc and enough content to 
actually make a great doc? Of those, circle two of the above documentaries ideas that 
interest you the most or write them below.  
 
Now let’s walk through a few more steps to narrow your choice. Using these two 
potential documentaries, we’re going to go through a process to evaluate and “energize” 
your documentary.  
 
 

1.  

2. 
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STEP 1: DEFINE YOUR GOAL 
 
 
Documentary Idea 1 ___________________________ 
 
Remember the goal of a documentary is what you are trying to communicate. What are 
you aiming with this idea? The energy of your whole documentary will follow your aim. 
 
Here is an example goal list from one of my documentaries, “An Interview with James 
Roosevelt: Memories and Thoughts.” 

o Show James’s accomplishments 
o Show how FDR and Eleanor, the historical events of the era, and James’s own 

character made him what he is 
o Discover the values James cherishes 
o Illustrate James’s love for his country 
o Capture the era and the feel of Hyde Park, the Roosevelt family home  
o Show beautiful and stunning scenery  
o Always focus on James 

 
What you would like to accomplish with this documentary idea? What are the 
goals of your first documentary idea? List as many as you can think of. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



TRADE SECRETS: Film Playbook 
© 2019 Reel Mountain Pictures, LLC   info@reelmountainpictures.com 

 

 

STEP 1: DEFINE YOUR GOAL 
 

Documentary Idea 2 __________________________________ 
 
What are the goals of your second documentary idea? 
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STEP 2: IDENTIFY YOUR THEME 
 

Questions to Help Discover Your Theme 
 
What will people be saying (in praise, of course) about your first documentary 
idea? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
What is unique about your first documentary idea? 
It could be the person/people you will be doing this with, the place where it is filmed, the 
event being filmed, or your unique approach to the topic. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

DOC NOTE: Notice consistent “themes” as you are filming.
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INITIAL MARKET BRAINSTORM SESSION 
 
Who is the target market for your first documentary idea?  
Who would want to watch your documentary?  Who would benefit from it? Write down 
as many potential markets as you can think of right now. Also include potential partners. 
If you are doing a film about veterans there are several key organizations who might 
sponsor your film. List them. We will expand on this later. 
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STEP 2: IDENTIFY YOUR THEME 
 

Questions to Help Discover Your Theme 
 
What will people be saying (in praise, of course) about your second documentary 
idea? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
What is unique about your documentary idea #2? 
It could be the person/people you will be doing this with, the place it is being filmed, the 
event that is being filmed, or your unique approach to the topic. 
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INITIAL MARKET BRAINSTORM SESSION 
 
 
Who is the target market for your documentary idea #2?  
Who would want to watch this documentary?  Who would benefit from it? Write as many 
potential markets as you can think of right now. We will expand on this later. 
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STEP 3: CHOOSE YOUR IDEA 
The Moment of Truth 

 
Now is the time to compare the two documentaries above and make a choice. Which 
of the two ideas energizes you the most? You will need that energy up front and 
throughout the process to complete your documentary. Which idea has the most 
marketability and the larger audience?  Which idea has the greater probability of 
actually getting the cooperation of the people and locations you need and finding the 
information you want. Use these comparisons to choose your great documentary. 
 
 
Which documentary idea has the greater: 
Marketability    Idea 1________  Idea 2_________ 
Target audience   Idea 1________  Idea 2_________ 
Energy    Idea 1________  Idea 2_________ 
Probability of filming   Idea 1________  Idea 2_________ 
 
Write it here. 
I choose the following idea for my Best Documentary 
 
 
 

We will reference this documentary choice throughout the rest of the course.
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 STEP 4: CHOOSE THE TYPE OF DOCUMENTARY YOU WILL CREATE 
 
If you choose a type of documentary you like to watch, chances are good that you will 
enjoy making a documentary in that style too. Although there are countless “styles” of 
documentaries unique to each filmmaker, there are basically four types. 
 
The four types of documentaries (PIPE) 

People    ___________________ 
Ideas     ___________________ 
Places    ___________________ 
Events    ___________________ 

 
Check the above category that best fits in with your chosen documentary idea.  
Then pay special attention in the guidebook to the information given to your particular 
documentary type.  
 
Note: A historical documentary will fall into one or several of the above categories. 
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STEP 5: TITLE YOUR DOCUMENTARY 
 
Give your documentary a working title. Even if the title changes later, write down three 
possible titles you’d choose if under gunfire you had to pick one right now. 
 

1. _____________________________________________________ 

2. _____________________________________________________ 

3. _____________________________________________________ 

 
 
Now if you were under a firing squad and you had to narrow it down to one, which one 
of the above three titles would you choose for your documentary? 
 
 
This is your Working Title. Relax. You can always change it. In fact, we’ll come back to 
this later. No one is holding a gun to your head. 
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CONGRATULATIONS! 

 
 

You have your dream (goal) and you have your theme (and title). Now we will start 
working on the scheme and begin shaping your idea into a complete documentary from 
these elements. 
 
Write your goal and working title in the front of this binder and refer to it often. 
This goal is the target you are aiming for.  
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NAME YOUR PRODUCTION COMPANY 
 
Production company titles vary greatly. They often are chosen for reasons personal to 
the director and producer. Gayle Anne Hurd, producer of Terminator 3, The Hulk and 
many other famous movies named her company, “Valhalla Motion Pictures.” Ken Burns 
named his film company, “Florentine Films.” Clint Eastwood called his company, 
“Malpaso.” You can call your company Jumping Bear Productions, Himalayan Highland 
Films, or Peter Piper Pictures. Whatever floats your boat. 
 
Give your production company a name 
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DEFINE YOUR VISION 

 
Companies have a vision statement. You now have a production company. Define your 
vision by further asking yourself a few more questions. The clarity will start to appear. 
 
Never lose sight of the fact that this is your brainchild. Your vision is the reason your 
documentary will get made. Make it strong. Now that you have chosen your 
documentary idea, be really clear. Ask yourself: 
 
What is the story I want to tell? 
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YOUR MOTIVES 
 
Examine your true motives for making your documentary and use them as a reference 
later in the documentary process. When you are faced with hard decisions always come 
back to the reasons you are making your documentary. That should make some of the 
challenging decisions every documentarian faces easier for you to make. 
 
Why am I making this documentary? 
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DEFINE YOUR TARGET AUDIENCE 
 
An audience is why you are making this film. You want to share your masterpiece and 
all the knowledge that you have discovered by making your documentary with the group 
of people that will be interested in your documentary. Here you will be brainstorming 
ideas of who your audience is and how to reach them.  
 
 
Who could be members of your potential audiences? List as many people or 
groups as you can think of. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What are they interested in? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Where might your potential audiences be located?  List all the places you can 
think of. List any organizations or groups related to this topic that you can 
contact. 
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REACHING YOUR AUDIENCE 

 
How will you find your audience?  List the ways you might be able to reach and 
connect with this group of people. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What will make these audience members really excited about your doc? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For instance if you have any kind of interesting information about golfers or a story 
about a famous or yet undiscovered golfer, there are 26-33 million golfers in the USA 
alone. Let them know about your story and they’ll swarm to view your doc. That number 
is expected to grow as baby boomers retire. Golfers get more passionate about their 
sport and hobby every day. 
 
There are 11 million skiers in the USA. That number is declining as skiers grow older, 
and snowboarders are taking over 25% of the skiing industry. (There are 35 million 
skiers in Europe) still not too shabby a market for a good product. 
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Your Initial Documentary Building Materials 
 

What do you have already? 
Part of documentary work is like being a sleuth. You must dig out the interesting and 
unusual things to your story. You can find these in all sorts of places. In this section you 
will list things you may already have that you could use in your doc. 
 
Photos/video/home movies/speeches 
Are there any special photos, films, or recordings you have or have access to that would 
enhance your documentary? List them here. Then get them together and put them into 
a labeled binder or box with the title of your project and the description “Possible Movie 
photos” or something similar. 
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SPECIAL MUSIC FOR YOUR DOCUMENTARY 

 
Did you write any music?  
Do you have friends who have written music? 
Has any family member written lyrics of music? 
Is there any music that is or was special to the person, place, idea or part of the event 
that you are filming?  For instance, Dottie Walters loved her homeland song, Scotland 
the Brave” and Stein Eriksen is very touched whenever he hears the Norwegian 
National Anthem.  I included the Anthem in one of the films I made with him. 
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LETTERS, PROPS, AND MORE 
 

A special prop could really add flavor and spice to your doc. Look at what a sled did for 
Citizen Kane. A letter could provide the entire opening. It could be part of a special 
medley. It could trigger your theme or it could just be an important prop on your set. 
There are special things in every life, every location and with every event. 
 
List the props that might be appropriate for your documentary. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Any Additional Things You Could Use for Your Documentary? 
What else do you have that you could use in your documentary? 
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THE TESTS OF A TRUE DOCUMENTARIAN 
 

Take The Documentarian Traits Test! 
 
Documentarians come in all shapes and sizes. However, they also seem to have some 
common characteristics that drive them to complete such incredible productions. In my 
experience, these are the traits that I have found helpful, either in myself or the people I 
surround myself with: 
 
You must have these traits in some degree to make a great documentary. 

o A strong vision 
o Motivation 
o Creative 
o Responsible 
o Focused 
o Organized 
o Team player 
o Insightful 
o Awareness and Perception 

 
Strong documentarians are also capable of: 

o Finding experts 
o Organizing projects 
o Leading people 
o Obtaining funding 
o Managing money 
o Speaking their mind 
o Letting things happen 
o Developing rapport with others 
o Handling or setting up administrative tasks 
o Making quick and good decisions 
o Supervision  
o Conducting interviews 

 
One thing a good documentarian doesn’t do is stereotype.  In my experience, those who 
enter a project with preconceived ideas will lose great stuff. There is a wonderful story in 
every person. Documentarians absolutely believe this. 
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IDENTIFYING YOUR STRENGTHS 
 
Look at the list on the previous page and circle three traits where you are the strongest. 
Perhaps it is talking to people, organizing and being creative.  For instance, how can 
your organizational skills help you succeed at documentary work? How is your 
organizational ability an asset? 
 
Write those three traits here and explain to yourself how you can leverage those 
traits to make a great doc. 
 
Trait 1: 

______________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 

 
 

Trait 2:   
  
 
Trait 3:  

______________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 
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MANAGING YOUR WEAKNESS 
 
Now on that same list draw a line through the trait that is your biggest weakness. Make 
a plan on how to overcome this weakness. If you drew a line through managing money 
and you know that going to make your documentary, what are your options so this trait 
doesn’t hold up or adversely affect your documentary? For instance, you could find 
some new software program that could help you handle the money both coming in and 
being spent on your documentary, or you could hire a money manager or accountant for 
your documentary. 
 
List that documentary weakness trait here (We all have them.) 
 
 
List your options for handling it and overcoming this weakness.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
When you are in the midst of making that documentary, remember your strengths. You 
have at least some of those traits. They will carry you through. 
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Extra Big Doc Tip: 

 
Start a Credit List 

 
 
As soon as you start working on your documentary you can start making a credit list. 
 
As you add someone to the project, either someone you hire or someone who 
contributes or helps you make your film, add them to your credit list. 
 
Here’s a head start. 
 
Producer/Director    ___________YOU______________ 
   

      _____________________________ 

      _____________________________ 

      _____________________________ 

      _____________________________ 

       ____________________________ 

      _____________________________ 

      _____________________________ 

      _____________________________ 

      _____________________________ 

      _____________________________ 
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FILMING CONSIDERATIONS 

 
You need to decide where you will be filming your documentary. This will be a huge 
consideration in the planning, budgeting, and style of your documentary. Based on the 
type of documentary you are creating, here are some decisions you will need to make. 
 
 

INDOORS OR OUTDOORS QUESTIONAIRE 
 

Please answer the questions below with ‘Yes’ or ‘No’.  When you are done, total the 
number of each response. The column with the largest total will give you your answer! 
 
 
Questions To Ask 

YES 
     (Indoor) 

NO 
    (Outdoor) 

Will weather be a negative factor for your 
filming? 

  

Will crowd control be difficult to achieve?   
Do you need a set?   
Is your travel budget limited?   
Do you need to control lighting to achieve a 
certain look and feel? 

  

Do you have several guests or a panel to 
interview? 

  

Will you need soundproofing?   
Can you re-create a scene in a studio or use 
photographs and still get across the point you 
wanted? 

  

Do you need easy access due to your 
equipment or a handicapped person being part 
of your film? 
 

  

You don’t need natural elements, like a sunset 
shot, or the wind blowing to demonstrate a new 
weather balloon that’s being developed. 

  

You don’t have the time, money or connections 
to get the necessary permits. 

  

You don’t need access to quick interviews from 
random people around an event. 

  

Any other factors that will affect your filming 
outdoors? List them. 

  

 
TOTAL 

  

 



TRADE SECRETS: Film Playbook 
© 2019 Reel Mountain Pictures, LLC   info@reelmountainpictures.com 

If you want to get more specific you can answer these short questionnaires. 
 
Questions for Filming Outdoors YES 

 
NO 

 
Is the sound workable?   
Will you be able to get great lighting effects?   
Is the location accessible to you and your crew?   
Can you get the permits to film there?   
Is the location relevant to your documentary?   
Will weather be an issue?   
Will there be other groups/people/animals 
around? 

  

Will this location give you a guide as part of your 
filming? 

  

 
  

Questions For Filming Indoors 
 

 
YES 

 
NO 

Is the sound workable?   
If there are fluorescent lights, can you turn them 
off? 

  

Are there no narrow halls, doors to have to get 
your props, or equipment through? 

  

Are there adequate electrical outlets and circuits 
breakers? 
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WHERE WOULD YOU LIKE TO FILM? 

 
Given what you know today, what are all the places you would like to film your 
documentary? You don’t have to be very specific yet. For instance, you can list a home 
and a ski resort. Be sure to list the cities, or areas. Are there multiple locations that 
would work, or just one? Can you get to the location to scout it out before you film? 
1. 

2. 

3.  

4. 

5.  

6.  

7.  

 
 
For outdoor and location filming, here’s some basic equipment you might need:  

! Reflectors  
! Sound recorder 
! Microphones  
! Batteries: for each electronic piece you’re using.  Be sure you have every 

type you need.  
! Cameras, lens and cables  
! Van, editing vans 
! Video monitors 
! Cell phones 

 
For indoor filming, here’s what you might need: All these items may come with the 
studio or set. If you are filming in a non-studio location, for example a church or 
someone’s home, you may also have to bring this equipment along. 

! Reflectors        
! Lights  
! Sound recorder or sound console       
! Microphones        
! Cameras, lens and cables       
! Sets, props 
! Makeup: for men as well as women  
! Teleprompter      
! Batteries (not as critical as on location) 
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CAMERA CONSIDERATIONS 

 
Again technology changes so quickly your main choice will be whether you go with a 
digital or film camera. Most of you should go digital on your first documentary to get the 
hang of it. Film has many more steps involved and the cost is much higher. 
 
       YOUR CHOICE OF CAMERA:  
DIGITAL      ____________Digital 
Pros 
Cheaper  
Good to great quality  
Easier to use, smaller 
 
Cons 
Easily outdated 
Must carry batteries or have power source 
Sometimes the color can be a little off 
 
FILM       ____________Film  
Pros 
Best quality and resolution 
Best color 
Often your best choice if you plan on doing a theatrical release 
 
Cons 
More expensive 
Must be experienced to use it. In a pinch you probably wouldn’t be able to take over for 
your cameraman if anything happens. 
Cameras are bulky  
Must capture audio separately  
Can’t view your images until they are transferred and developed 
You must carry a lot of film rolls or magazines 
 
Note: You can always check the quality of both kinds of cameras you are considering 
and compare them for the look you want. 
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YOUR CHOICE TO BUY, RENT or HIRE 

 
_________BUY 
       
If you plan on doing a few documentaries every year you may want to consider buying. 
Or buy if you will use your camera for multiple uses. 
 
_________RENT 
        
Choose to rent if you want the latest equipment and want to avoid the upfront expense 
of a camera. 
 
_________HIRE (a cameraman with their own camera)  
 
If you are going to need a cameraman anyway, it often won’t cost you any more to get a 
cameraman that has his own camera, than a cameraman that doesn’t.  
 
I recommend you either rent or hire an experienced, reliable, and professional 
cameraman for your first documentary. Again unless you will be using the camera for 
many other things, this will save you money and give you the time to try out a few good 
cameras and see what features you like. Cameras change so quickly that in a year or 
two you may want a new one.  
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RESEARCH YOUR TOPIC 

 
You’re going to have to put some time in up front to get the information you’re going to 
need for your documentary. This should help you do that. 
 
In the columns below write all the things you want to know about the topic. For instance 
on the left side you could write: 

o When did this topic start? 
o Who first thought of this topic? 
o What the public initially thought of this topic? 
o Who owns the rights to this topic? 

 
On the right side list all the places you think might have this information. 

o A magazine on this topic 
o Websites on this topic. 
o The discoverer of this topic. 
o Main researchers on this topic. 

 
What You Want to Know Possible Sources of Information 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 
 
Whether you decide to put interviews in your documentary or narration or even just 
images like Powaqqatsi, you will have to do research to make a documentary. 
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MAKE YOUR INTERVIEWS DECISIONS 
 
List the people that you absolutely need to interview or film or your documentary won’t 
work. If you are doing a documentary on the latest world record holder in chess and you 
can’t get an interview with the world record holder or any footage of him or her, you 
shouldn’t do this documentary. But good that you found that out upfront. Choose 
something else 
 
List all the people you want to interview or film. You don’t have to be specific yet. You 
can simply put “a fireman that has battled a forest fire”. You can find one later. If you 
know the specific person, list them. 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Now after each name or type of person, write A, B, or C. You must film the A group or 
your project won’t work. The B group would be really nice to get but you could live 
without these interviews if you had to. You would like to film the C group only if you 
have time and money.   
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CHOOSE YOUR “A” LIST INTERVIEWS 
 

Starting with I list, write down the people you need to have for your documentary. 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 
List the B group. It’s always good to have these since if you are planning on doing a lot 
of interviews, some will always fall through. 
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MAKE INITIAL CONTACT 

 
Now contact the people on I list and find out if they are interested in being part of your 
project and when you might be able to interview them. They might even have some 
suggestions for where they would like to do the filming. 
 
         ACTION 
Who is available?  When are they available? Put them into schedule  
        (We will do this later.) 
1. 

2 

3 

4. 

5. 
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RESEARCH FOR YOUR INTERVIEWS 

 
Before you ask any specific questions, you will have to decide what you want to know 
about the person/s you want to interview. This is your research. 
 
Do the same as above. In the columns below write all the things you want to know 
about the person. For instance on the left side you could write: 

o Where they went to school 
o Where they trained 
o What other people thought of them 
o Why and how they started their company 

 
On the right side list all the places you think might have this information. 

o A ski board 
o Search on Google 
o A library 
o Books they wrote 
o Books others wrote about them 
 

 
What You Want to Know Possible Sources of Information 
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 RESEARCH: 
Travel and Studios 

 
Each of the following steps is important in setting up your documentary agenda and 
schedule. 
 
TRAVEL  
Will your documentary idea require that you travel? If so, here are the considerations. 
 

o Where? _________________ 
 
o Will you have to go more than once? _________________ 

 
 
o How will you get there? _________________ 

 
 

o What will this approximate cost?_________________ 
 

BUDGET ITEM TO NOTE * 
 

o When can you do this? _________________ 
SCHEDULE ITEM NOTE*    
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STUDIO 

 
Will you need to book a studio?  YES _______ NO _____ Not sure yet________ 
 
What are possible studios you could call or scout? 
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CREW DECISIONS 

 
Who are you going to need as crew? Is there anyone who might be willing to help you in 
exchange for a credit or the experience? Are there any local film schools nearby? Call 
them. Sometimes you can get a great crew member at little or no cost. They want the 
experience. 
List possible crew here. 
 
1. 

2 

3 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

8. 

9. 

10.  

 
 
You might need more crew than this as you get into your production. Add as many 
types of crew members you will need.                                                                                                               
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FUNDING YOUR DOCUMENTARY 
 
How will you choose to fund your documentary? 
 
1. Fund it yourself  _______________ 
 
2. Search for a Grant  _______________ 
 
3. Search for a Sponsor _______________ 
 
4. Use Public Access  _______________ 
 
 

3. If you are funding your documentary yourself you might not need a budget, 
although I recommend you still do a simple one to keep your documentary on 
track. If you will use the funds you have until you run out and then start up again 
when you get more cash, it’s still a good idea to know what you have budgeted 
and what the actual costs were.  

4. If you are searching for a grant, go to the grant section following the budget 
page. 

5. If you are searching for a sponsor, go to the sponsor page after the grants. 
6. If you are using public access, follow the steps in the Cable TV section of your 

Documentary 101 Film Course 
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HOW TO GET RIGHTS: 
Licenses, Releases, and Permissions 

 
Permit Checklist 
 
_______Determine if you need to get a permit. Start by checking with the city,  

state, country, forest service etc. where you will be filming. Odds are pretty good 
that you will need a permit if it’s outdoors. 
 

_______Contact the appropriate city, state or agency for your permit. 
Do this in a timely fashion well before you plan to film. 
 (A beach may be either city or state owned. A few are beaches are private. You 
will need to contact the owners for permission.)  
 

_______Fill out and send in your paperwork as early as you can before you film. 
 
_______Bring the Permit with you and make extra copies. Put the permit in your  

Blueprint binder so you have it along with you. 
 
Releases Checklist 
 
_________Bring along the type of releases you need. Talent, Model, Location,  

etc. Some generic release templates are included in the Forms section. 
 

_________If you have the manpower, assign someone to get the signatures from  
anyone you put in front of the camera (before they get in front of the camera if 
possible). Sometimes you can get a short interview and have them sign the 
release immediately after. Getting a release signed once you have left the filming 
area is far more difficult. 

 
License Checklist 
 
_________Is this a license that is critical to your documentary? If yes, then… 
 
_________Get the license from the owner of the property (music, photos,  

footage etc. )you wish to use before you film. If you find some footage you  
might want to use you will ask for a DVD or video “screener” so that you  
can choose exactly what shots will work for you and what you’ll be paying  
for. Sometimes this is lower resolution footage or it will have an image or  
timecode across it so you can’t cheat and use it in your production without  
paying for it. From there you will work out terms and they will send you the  
footage you need AFTER you sign the license. 

 
_________Keep the license in a safe place. You do not need to bring your  

license to the shoot. 
 
________If this license is for music, find out if the music can still be used once  

you air or sell your documentary or it might be useless to you. 
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_________Have you made sure the length of your license is long enough and  

will last throughout the time you intend to air or sell your documentary? Or… 
 
_______ Will you need to renew your license? Note that on a future to do list  

for your documentary.  
 
 

Copyrighting Your Documentary 
 
Although you don’t need to copyright your documentary until you finish it, we will 
address the copyright issue here so that if any of your created works need copyrights 
and are used in your production you can do that beforehand. 
  
Most documentaries use form PA – Performing Arts. There is a copy of this in the forms 
section. You can also get a form at the US Copyright Office at www.copyright.gov. The 
Copyright Office is now offering direct online copyrighting. Not only will it save you 
money, it is faster and you can track the progress of your copyright. They seem to be 
really encouraging you to go electronically. In fact I could no longer find a downloadable 
copy although you can write the Copyright Office for a form. You can also call but good 
luck getting through. Try their recommendation of Tuesday through Thursday from 9-12 
noon ET at 202-707-5959. I’ve called them several times with questions when I first 
started copyrighting my work. 
 
The Copyright form is pretty straightforward except for a few lines, like Nature of This 
Work and Nature of Authorship on form PA which I used for all of my documentaries.  
Again just call the copyright office if you have specific questions. 
 
Line 1: Title – is the title of your documentary 
 
Under NATURE OF THIS WORK, you can write “Documentary, “Audiovisual work.”  
 
Line 2: Name of Author – is usually you and your co-writers if any. 
 
Under NATURE OF AUTHORSHIP most of you can write in “documentary form and 
narration/script” if you actually did write it yourself. The rest is pretty obvious, but I 
include a sample copyright form in the SAMPLES AND FORMS section. 
 
If it was a “work for hire,” check the appropriate boxes. “Work for hire” means you paid 
someone to write the script, narration, etc. for you and you own the rights to the work 
not the party you hired. In other words, they hadn’t written it before and you paid them 
to create this for you, just like you paid an architect to design a house. 
 
If you didn’t write this yourself or collaborate with someone and it wasn’t a work for hire, 
then someone else owns the copyright and you can quit right here. 
 
Line 3: List the year you finished your documentary 
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Line 4: List yourself and any other owners/creators of the documentary 
 
Send in two copies of your documentary. And don’t forget to send in the filing fee. 
Currently it is $35 online and $45 to mail it in.  
 

Copyrighting Music 
 
Music is copyrighted with form SR Sound Recording. If you have written the music, 
sang the music, or paid for a work for hire which you now own, copyright it ASAP.  
 
Note I: This certainly isn’t all the copyrights you can get for your production but these 
are usually the basic ones you’ll need. Contact the Copyright Office if you are unsure if 
a work of yours needs copyright protection. 
 
Note II. It takes a very long time to get your copyright form back from the copyright 
office if you send it in. Count on six months. Sometimes it takes less but mine have 
taken even longer on occasion. Once you file your copyright with the copyright office, 
you will have protection of your intellectual property. You cannot sue for copyright 
infringement until you have filed your copyright with the copyright office. Your creative 
work is actually considered copyrighted when you create it, but once you file with the 
government you can prove it a lot easier. 
 
You’ve got five years after you create your documentary to file for a copyright. Your 
copyright claim is considered registered once it is received by the copyright office – 
assuming you have submitted all the correct materials. 
 

RENEWALS OF RIGHTS and LICENSES 
 
List here any licenses, or rights that will need renewals either due to time, 
number of sales, or change in distribution or airing agreements. 
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HOW TO CREATE A STORYBOARD  
FOR YOUR DOCUMENTARY 

 
FYI. If you are doing a treatment it is covered in the main Trade Secrets book. That’s 
where you will also find some of the basics of writing a script. 
 
If you have storyboard software, just follow the directions for that software. 
 
If you are using the template I provide or one similar: 
 
1. Start at the top left 
2. Write the title of your documentary 
3. Next fill in the scene number 
4. List what action takes place and the dialogue that goes along with it. 
(i.e. Bill throws the ball to Tom and says “Catch!”) 
5. Your drawing of the shot goes in the little TV like screen 
 
Now if you have a special effect going, you note that under the drawing. 
For instance, after Bill throws the ball in the scene above, a blinding flash of light comes 
out of the sky as a superhero swoops up and catches the ball. 
If you want to show graphics instead, you could use the word “Swoosh” over the ball as 
it glides into Tom’s mitt. You could also use the word “Kaboom” when a fake gun goes 
off. 
 
If you do a storyboard you’ll do this for every scene and shot. (That’s one reason 
movies cost so much.) 
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HOW TO DO YOUR SHOT LIST 
 
 
First read and become familiar with your script or your project. Refer to your goal and 
theme again. Then reread your script or project notes and write down ideas you get for 
each scene.  
 
Assuming you are not using a computer program to do this, use a program like Word, or 
Excel and title your document “Shot List page 1.” So far I think you’re keeping up with 
me right? 
 
You can use the shot template below and fill it in or make your own.  
If you make your own shot list you can, divide your paper into three sections leaving the 
most room in the third and fourth columns. 
 
Column one is the Shot Number  
Start with number one. You do this to keep organized as you go. You can move your list 
around later into the order of how you will film your shots when you do your schedule. 
You can list the location and scene number if it applies. 
 
In the second column label it Type of Shot 
Briefly state the type of shot if you know it. I.e. Establishing shot or Pull in etc. 
This is what the camera will do. Pan, tilt, zoom, straight ahead, angled etc. 
 
In the third column label it Shot Description 
Do a brief one or two line description of the shot. This is basically a quick reference for 
the shot.  
For example, “The boy chases the ball across the street.” 
 
The fourth column is labeled Detailed Description 
Give a little more detail here. This is more detailed for the cameraperson. 
The boy crosses the street behind the parked car with the ball just inches in front of him 
and he trips over a stone in the middle of the road. 
 
There is an example of a shot list that is filled in the Samples and Forms pdf. You will 
take every shot you plan on filming and put it on your Shot List. 
 
Again some of you will not need to do this. This is usually done when you have to get an 
enormous number of shots. The Shot List will help keep your costs down and help you 
with scheduling when you have a scripted and tight production. Historical films will be 
more likely to do shot lists. You may also need one if you need to recreate an event to 
show in your documentary. And of course anything approaching a movie type 
production in complexity will need a shot list. 
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THE SCHEDULE  

AND THE BUDGET 
 
 

Everything you will need to film your documentary needs to go in two places – your 
budget and your schedule.  They are the skeletons of your film. If you are in need of 
creating a schedule, you will do that BEFORE you do your budget. 
 

 
 
 
 

Aiming for your target budget and aiming to stick to your schedule will help you make a 
great documentary.
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HOW TO DO A SCHEDULE 
 
How long upfront will you take to research your project? ___________________ 
 
When will you do this? Write the dates and times you will research 
 

 

 

How long will you have to shoot your documentary?_______________________ 
 
How long will you have to edit your documentary? ________________________ 
 
What dates are your talent available? 
 

Talent 1 

Talent 2 

Talent 3 etc. 

 

What dates are your locations/studios available? 
 

Location 1 

Location 2 etc. 

Studio 1 

Studio 2 etc. 

 
When are your main crew – Director, Director of Photography and cameraperson 
available? 
 
Director 

Director of Photography 
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Cameraperson 

 

 

 
If you are filming an event, when is it? __________________________________ 
 
Do you have a shot list? Yes________ No______ 
If you have a shot list you will need to group your shots.  
If you do not have a shot list and don’t feel you need one, you do not need to do the 
next section. You’ll be winging it or filming events as they go along which certainly can 
work on an event documentary or a reality documentary. 
 
Unless you are doing a life story…you will group by location first. If you are doing a life 
story you will group your schedule by the schedule of the person you are making your 
documentary about. 
 

Start Grouping by Location 
 

Sometimes this can be fairly easy. For instance, for one of the ski programs, I had one 
day to film all the skiing shots. I made a list of the type of skiing shots I wanted and I let 
the expert skier who knew the mountain very well determine the place on the ski hill 
where we filmed. Then I had a few more shots that I needed – long shots of the runs, 
going up the chairlift, coming in and out of the stained glassed doors to the resort etc. I 
put these on a list, gave them to my DP and together we determined the best order. 
That wasn’t hard to do. Often it won’t be on a one day shoot. But if you have a longer 
shoot, or a tight script you will need to really focus and determine the best and easiest 
way to film.  
 
All the hard work of determining the order of the shots will pay off when you are out 
filming, the clock is ticking and the money is flying out of your production budget fast. 
With a shot list, you just go down the list and get the shots you want. You won’t have to 
make all those organizational decisions. 
 
Group all the shots together that will be filmed in each location. You will do this for each 
location. Then break all these shots further down into all the interior shots and all the 
exterior shots at that location. Next list from the above shots all the daytime shots and 
then all the nighttime shots at that same location. 
 
You will do this for each location.  
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Now Group By People Filmed Within That Location 
 
Now within that location, group all your shots by the people you will need in each shot. 
In the former example, group all the shots with the boy who was chasing the ball. Yes 
he might be filmed in other locations too, but right now, just do one location at a time. 
 
Go onto your next location and group the shots by the people in each shot again. You 
will basically have groups within groups.  
 
Now that you have your shot list grouped by location and people, check for other shots 
you might need, establishing shots at each location, and B-roll  (or buildings, props, 
landmarks etc).  List them under that location. 
 

The Average Time per Shot 
 
Divide the total number of days you have to film at each location by the shots you need 
to get at each location. This will give you an average amount of time for each shot. That 
said, no shot is average. You may have a shot that will be three times longer to set up 
than the shot where you can get go over and film the outside of a building. 
 
Your schedule is like your itinerary. Every one knows you can plan a great itinerary BUT 
things come up when you travel. Documentaries are no different. Yet a good schedule 
really does help keep you on track. If you know that each shot should average 30 
minutes to do, and you get behind on a few shots, you can adjust a bit and try to catch 
up on the next few if possible. Sometimes you may have to readjust your schedule for 
the next day’s filming. You do that the night before which means you get less sleep. 
When you are filming, sleep is at a premium so try to avoid as many schedule 
adjustments as you can but know that every good filmmaker must make those 
adjustments. 
 

Fill Out Your Schedule For Each Day 
 
Once you have all the above information, you will start day by day for each location. Fill 
in the times for each shot or series of shots and fit in as many as you can per that day. If 
it takes more than one day to get your all you shots at the first location, fill up day two. 
Also account for travel time days if you are filming at different locations. 
 
So the order you will most often schedule things is as follows: 

1. Location 
a. Exterior shots 

i. By people involved 
b. Interior shots (or vice versa- which ever makes more sense) 

i. By people involved 
c. Day time shots 

i. By people involved 
d. Nighttime shots 

i. By people involved 
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NOTE: If you have a famous actor you might do all the shots of that actors first, due to 
their contract etc. But then you probably don’t need my help and won’t be reading this. 
 

2. Location 2 etc. Same order as Location 1  
 
NOTE II: Sometimes you will be filming somewhere where you only have access to the 
exterior (or interior) for a few hours a day (let’s say a building that can only be filmed at 
after closing from 6-9 or a canyon that has sun from only 11AM to 2PM.  Then you 
adjust your schedule for this. These are the kind of things you will have to determine 
and scout out beforehand.  
 
The main thing to remember about scheduling is that even if you don’t do a detailed 
schedule like above you need to make sure you get the footage your need by having 
your crew, equipment, talent and critical information together to get that footage at the 
same time. 
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THE BUDGET  
 

 
We will first go through a checklist to see what you will need. 
 
Check the box next to the categories or items if you think you will need to use them in 
your documentary. 
 
Main Budget Categories          Check If Needed 
 

Supplies  
Meals   
Contingencies  
Payroll  
  
  
  
 
POSTPRODUCTION  

PRE-PRODUCTION and GENERAL 
Production Company 
      Producer 
      Director 

 

Transportation  
Legal  
Insurance  
Payroll  *payroll goes in each section  
  
Research  
Script  
Director of Photography  
Casting  
Locations  
Travel  
Payroll  
  
PRODUCTION  
Crew and equipment (if you don’t check yes, 
you don’t need a budget) 

 

Crew  
Equipment, camera, sound  
Talent  
Lighting  
Transportation  
Props  
Wardrobe  
Location  
Processing  
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Stock footage  
Editing facilities  
Off line editing  
Graphics  
Music  
Audio Post 
Completion 
Payroll 
Distribution 

 

 
 
When you do your budget, be realistic. How much money do you have or can you 
expect to get to make your documentary? Sometimes getting a lot of money is a 
question of time. With a great or even good idea and enough time, you can probably get 
the amount of funding you seek. But if you want to film in 6 months, what can you 
expect to spend, or get quickly? These are all pertinent questions to the creation of your 
great documentary. 
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SERIES DECISIONS 
 
 
Let’s just consider if your documentary can be made into a series. 
 
Related Documentaries 
Just brainstorm a few ideas for some spin-offs or related topics that could be a sequel to 
your documentary. I.e. The History of Jazz could lead to The History of Blues or The 
History of Country Music. Etc. 
 

 

 

 

 
Your Location 
If you are filming on location list some possible events that might be taking place at the 
same time you are filming. 
 
 

 

 
Are any of the above events workable as a topic for a documentary that you would like 
to do? List possible themes for another documentary based on the above events. 
 

 

 

 

 
You will have to determine the feasibility of doing a series and the budget but often it 
can be a workable concept and offer you more bang for your camera buck. 
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Key Production Checklist ✔  

THINGS TO BOOK IN ADVANCE 
 

• Locations     _______ 
• Travel      _______     
• Interviews     _______ 
• Crew      _______ 
• Equipment Rental or Purchase  _______ 
• Editing Bays     _______ 
• Studios     _______ 

 
YOUR NOTES 
 
 
 
 
  
Verification Calls 
Person called   Date is verified.   The Location is verified 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

DOCUMENTARY QUICK TIP:  

Verify, verify, verify. When you think you’re done, verify again. 
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CAMERA DECISIONS 
 
Cameras come in all shapes and models so the technology of each is different and 
changes not just quickly but rapidly. But there are still some basics that I want to go 
over with you for your production. 
 
If I have one recommendation for you regarding any camera you will be using for your 
production it is this: 
Get out and practice. Get familiar with your camera or the one you are using and learn 
what it can do. For instance: 
 
1. Have you learned how to focus your camera? 

Auto Focus:  Auto focus will focus on middle of frame. You don’t get to choose 
what is in focus – the camera does. So it’s always good to know how to do a 
manual focus. It’s pretty easy. 

 
How to Do a Manual Focus:  
• Zoom in:  
• Turn the focus ring or setting until you can see the image clearly.  
• Zoom out to the framing you want. 

 
2. Do you know how to adjust the exposure? 
Exposure means how much light will get to the lens of the camera. You need to 
determine how much light you have. You are capturing light and need to get the settings 
right to get it. 
 

Auto exposure: Auto exposure will work okay if everything in the shot remains 
constant. (That’s rare by the way unless you are filming Pageant of the Masters 
in Laguna Beach) But the auto exposure can struggle to find the correct setting 
for the amount of light if there are different images in your frame with different 
amounts of light. Then the image will shift in and out of focus. In other words, the 
camera tries hard to be correct but it gets really confused. It’s in focus, no its not. 
It’s back in focus. No it’s not. Your shot will suffer from the exposure debate 
going on in your camera’s digital mind. 
 
Manual Exposure: 
Here’s how to adjust the manual exposure. Although every camera will have a 
different dial, button, or ring to adjust, the basics of manual exposure are pretty 
similar. You will have to set the aperture and adjust the shutter speed. The 
aperture is the opening for the camera lens which lets in the light.  
 
NOTE: Set the manual exposure for clear exposure on your subject and not the 
background. 
 
1. First find the iris setting. It is often in the viewfinder setting of smaller cameras 

or a button or dial. Select “manual iris.”  
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2. You will then look through your camera as if you were going to film the 
subject. Now set the iris to a setting so that it appears the subject is lit 
properly. If your camera has a ring, the iris setting turns counter-clockwise. If 
you turn the exposure down, less and less light comes in until the entire 
screen is black. It’s like doing a fade-out. You do the opposite to add more 
light. 

3. When you manually adjust the exposure, your camera “holds” this setting and 
does not try to do the adjusting itself. It lets you make the decision. When you 
use automatic exposure the camera does the thinking. Sometimes that works 
but sometimes that means that as you move the camera, if there are any light 
changes, the camera will try to recalibrate the light. Your image will have 
different amount of lights constantly changing on it. When you do a manual 
exposure you can be more assured your image will be exposed correctly 

4. You may have to experiment a bit. This is normal. 
 

How do you know when the iris is adjusted right? 
Shoot and watch. 
Shoot and watch.  
Then you’ll start to get a feel for how to adjust the iris.  
 

For instance, when your subject appears too dark, open the iris wider to let in more 
light. You may have to trade off some of the background to get your subject to show up 
properly. See backlight button below.* 

 
You’ll have to play around but you are much smarter than your camera is on this one. If 
you use an automatic setting in less than ideal light conditions, your camera will jump all 
over the place trying to get the light correct and your footage will look like hell. 

 
Adjusting the iris setting is where you get into F-stops and how many F-stops to adjust. 
This depends on the light. I’m not going to cover all that here, just the above basics. 
Each camera is different. F-stops are a little complicated. The higher the F-stop the 
smaller the opening is about all I will give you. Just adjust the iris unless your 
cameraman is doing this for you.  
 
Shutter Speed is the amount of time it takes your camera to open and shut the lens. 
Obviously opening the lens for a short time (a fast shutter speed) will let in less light. 
Automatic shutter speed varies with each camera but is usually around is around a few 
seconds to 1/1000ths or so of a second. 
 
If you think of your light as being air that can get in a door consider this scenario. It’s 
very cold outside. You open the door fast so only a little cold air gets in. If it’s a nice 
temperature outside, you can open the door to take full advantage of the nice air.  
 
Shutter speeds can vary from very slow which is used for dark settings (some even up 
to a few seconds) to very fast 1/2000 – for very bright scenes. Remember fast shutter 
speeds are good for action scenes. If you set the shutter speed to “slow” and film 
someone running, you’ll only see a few frames. You will miss a lot of the action. 
 
Shutter speed and exposure work in tandem. Anytime you change one, you will need to 
adjust the other in reverse. If you double the shutter speed you half the exposure.  
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Some cameras have a “zebra” function, which shows black and white lines over the part 
of your image that is overexposed so you can notice it and then adjust it to the correct 
exposure. 
 
The Backlight button* If there is strong light like the light that comes from a sunlit 
window, you can use the backlight button. The backlight button will make the light more 
even on your subject so you can see your subject more clearly instead of just a dark 
shadow. Using the backlight button will probably make the background very light or 
white, but that is better than seeing a black shadow for your main image. 
 
Decide the Color Tone of Light You Want 
Now you must decide the color and tone of the light? What kind of light will you need? In 
addition to any lighting of the subject you might do, you can also adjust the tone of light 
your camera lets in through the lens.   
 

• Do you want your light to be more blue and cooler? 
• Daylight is usually bluer unless it is sunset. 
• Do you want the light to be orange and warmer? 
• Use artificial or tungsten lights or the right gels and filters. 
• You can mix “daylights” and “tungsten” lights. 

 
Filters 
Filters go in front of the camera lens. You might need filters for your camera if the 
lighting is especially harsh. There are an enormous amount of filters to choose from: 
diffusion, polarizing, conversion and more. Initially, you may want your cameraman to 
decide if filters are needed. Filters can cut light in half or full segments called a full stop 
or F-stop. If you are shooting with fast or slow film, you may have to change the F-stop. 
 
ND filters (neutral density) cut down the light like sunglasses do. They can handle bright 
light. 
 
Depth of Field 
If you have got your subject in focus, the area in front of, behind, and around the subject 
where the camera is still in focus is called Depth of Field. Consider depth of field like a 
bubble of focus. A larger depth of field mean you can get more in the shot that people 
can see clearly. Sometimes you won’t want your viewer to focus on everything around 
your subject, just on the subject. That will change the depth of field you want. Opening 
up the aperture decreases the depth of field. Photographic enthusiasts use highly 
complicated equations to determine this. 
 
Cables 
You should know some of the basic cables that a camera can use. 
 
Common Cables 

• XLR connectors:  
• USB 
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• Firewire – You may need a firewire card. It is a high speed (interface) device to 
transfer data. Firewire is 4 pin to 4 pin or 4 pin to 6 pin or 4 pin to 9 pin DV 
cables. 

• S-Video 
• Midi 
• Coax  

 
Your camera’s instruction book should tell you what cables will work with your camera. 
Most cables come supplied with the camera. Occasionally you will want to hook up 
another piece of equipment to your camera. Then you might need other cables. Notice 
your DV port. Look at your camera and notice where the cables will plug in. Next notice 
and become familiar with what type of cables they are before you are on a shoot and 
too flustered to figure it out. 
 
Do you know the cables you will need? Make list of all the cables you might need if you 
are doing the camerawork yourself. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Make sure you get the length of cable you need. You could bring all the right cables and 
then find out it is six inches too short from the outlet. If you are hiring a cameraman, 
make sure they have these cables 
 
Tapestock 
Until you get familiar with quality, I suggest you buy the tape stock that the camera’s 
manufacturer sells or recommends, even if you get the tape stock elsewhere. I’ll give 
you a few good general sources in the Resource Section. 
 
Rent or Buy? 
 
If You Are Buying a Camera 
Which models are you considering? 
 
 
 
 
Why? ___________________________________________________________ 
 
What will this camera add to your production? Will you be mainly filming action, scenes, 
interviews or all round general use? 
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Are You Renting Your Camera(s)? 
Have you checked at least three sources for good rates? Make sure you ask the 
salesperson for all the cables and connectors you will need to use your camera so that 
your camera works with any other equipment you might have or rent. 
 
 
DOCUMENTARY QUICK TIP: 
If you have an excellent cameraman with a great referral, they will probably have their 
own great camera. 
 
 
Channel Set  
If you have a channel set you will usually use channel one. 
 
Are you going digital or film? 
Again, unless you can spend a small fortune or a large one or have the possibility of a 
theatrical release, I recommend you go digital for your first documentary.  
 
Make sure you can: 

Turn your camera on and off 
Do a white balance 
Practice framing your shots 
Zoom in and out 
Pan right and left 
Tilt up and down 
And at least learn how to manually focus the camera 
 

Then remember to: 
Bring enough tapes 
Bring extra cables 
Bring extra connectors 
Have enough batteries or a power source and backup power source 
 

A good camera has:  
Headphone jack 
Manual exposure and manual focus 
White balance 
Filter ring to protect lens 
3CCD or Chips for high quality 
Plug for external microphone. 
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LIGHTING 
 

Here are some of the choices you will need to make about your lighting needs in your 
documentary. 
 
Will you have indoor light or outdoor or a combination or both? 
 
Check these things if you are shooting indoors: 

• Is there florescent lighting? 
• Are there windows? 
• Can the windows be covered? 
• Are there any other additional sources of light? 
• Can they be turned off if needed? 

 
Check these things if you are shooting outdoors: 

• Will there be harsh sun or shadows at any time of the day? 
• Is the natural light adequate? 
• Could anything potentially block your light source, like a big truck parking in the 

road next to your location? 
• Will there be movement going by or overhead that could cause shadows on your 

subject or images? 
• Can you still shoot if the weather is bad or there is no sun? 

 
NOTE: IF you are shooting in a studio they may have all of your lighting needs. You 
might just need a person who knows know to adjust the lights. Trust your gaffer or chief 
lighting technician to do this if you are doing a big production. 
 
 
DOCUMENTARY QUICK TIP: 
Be aware of contrast. You want enough contrast so the image stands out from the 
background, but not so much contrast that your film looks like it was shot in an 
interrogation room, unless your film IS shot in an interrogation room. 
 
 
You may need a light meter. Your lighting person will probably have one. The light 
meter tests the amount of light that is on the subject or image you want to film and gives 
you a reading. The lighting person will use this reading to adjust the lights, move them 
closer or farther away, or add more lighting. 
 
WHAT WILL YOU NEED? 

• Is this a studio?      ________________ 
• Does it have adequate lighting?    ________________ 
• Will you need to add light?     ________________ 
• Do you need gels?      ________________ 
• Will you need reflectors?     ________________ 

Have you determined which colors?   ________________ 
Check if your cameraman has reflectors.  ________________ 

• Have you determined your key light?    ________________ 
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The key light is the main lighting source and can even be a window or  
the sun. 

• Will you need fill lights?      ________________ 
Fill lights are using placed 45 to 60 degrees to the side of the key light. 

How many will you need?     ________________ 
• Do you need a Backlight?     ________________ 

The backlight will give contrast to the subject so they don’t blend into the 
background. The backlight will add depth to your shot.  

• How many people do you need to light?   ________________ 
• Will the people be placed close together?  ________________ 

 
All these factors determine your lighting needs. 
 
Gels 
Gels are sheets of plastic that are placed in front of wherever your light is coming from. 
They can be placed over windows but usually are clipped directly to the lights. A gel 
controls the light from one source. A filter in contrast controls and changes the light 
quality from all sources as the camera sees it. It is placed over the camera lens. 
 
Do you need color conversion gels? These gels change the temperature of your light 
source. They can change lights into daylight or cover windows to change the look of the 
light. This brings us to lighting temperatures. Daylight is about 5600K 
Tungsten light is about 3600K. Gels can change daylight to tungsten. When they are 
placed on movie lights, the entire scene can change to “daylight.” 
 
CTO (Color Temperature Orange) gels converts daylight to tungsten. They make the 
light appear more orange and are thus orange colored. 
CTB (Color Temperature Blue) gels convert tungsten to match daylight. They make the 
light bluer. These gels are bluer. 
ND (Neutral Density) gels are gray and cut down intense light. These gels are (surprise) 
gray. 
Diffusion or frost gels, soften the light and give a nice look to images that don’t need to 
be crisp. 
 
Will you need any gels? 
 
If so what colors? ______________ 
 
Make sure someone gets the gels you need or ask your cameraperson about them. 
 
You can do some amazing things with gels and filters once you practice and learn what 
effects they can do. We will show you some on the DVDs. 
 
 
General Lighting Tips: 

1. Available light is whatever light you have to work with - the sun, a window, 
or overhead lighting. If the available light is strong enough, it can be used 
as the key light. 

2. Reflectors are fill lights. 
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3. Florescent or overhead lights are very flat looking. 
4. Crocodile clips are often used to clamp lighting components together. 

They are similar to the little clips your dentist uses for the bib he or she 
puts around your neck. They are also similar to jumper cables although 
much smaller.  

5. Halogen lamps will work in pinch 
6. You can put a light in a paper lamp and it will give a diffused look 
7. People have different skin tones and you will need to light them 

accordingly 
8. Don’t forget to light the background. You don’t want the background to 

overtake the subject but you do want it to be seen. 
 
 
DOCUMENTARY QUICK TIP: 
The best place to have a light on the person is on their eyes. This helps them look more 
energized and attractive 
 
 
Safety Around Film Lights 

• Lights are hot. Don’t touch them until they cool down 
• Keep your lights from flammable objects 
• Tape all cables to the floor so no one trips on them and either hurts themselves, 

someone else, or causes the lighting to fall over and start a fire.  
 
 



TRADE SECRETS: Film Playbook 
© 2019 Reel Mountain Pictures, LLC   info@reelmountainpictures.com 

SOUND DURING FILMING 
 
For a fairly complicated subject, there are really just a few things to actually do to get 
the best sound while you are filming. 
 
The most important thing about sound is to remember 3 simple steps” 
They are 2 “Gets” and 1 “Avoid.” 
 

1. Get the sound. Make sure it is being recorded. Always test to make sure the 
sound is coming through. 

2. Remove all sound distractions and distortions 
3. Get the levels right: 

o Keep all sound levels under 0dB 
 
Do a Sound Check 
 Avoid using auto gain control 

Choose and bring the correct microphones 
Instruct your on-camera talent what the microphone will pick up and what they 
should be aware of: 

• Don’t touch the microphone unless it is a handheld one. 
• Avoid shuffling papers, tapping on tables or desks. 
• Take off noisy jewelry. A ring accidentally hitting a chair arm or table will 

ruin the whole sound bite. 
• Any movement they make, will get recorded and sound like a smear of the 

sound 
• Talk slightly over the top part of the microphone to avoid popping “p’s” 

   
 
DOCUMENTARY QUICK TIP: Remember to… 
Bring headphones. 
Always record ambient sound and any extra sounds you may need like running water 
for a nature scene or playground noise for a group of kids. Normally you want to avoid 
these particular sounds but certain sounds used appropriately will add a rich audio 
content to your doc. 
 
 
Documentary Reminder List for Sound: 
 
Locate and Turn Off Potential Sound Disruptions  

• Exterior noises such as motors, water or wind noise.  
• Interior noises such as air conditioners, furnaces, clocks and refrigerators. 
• Noises that may only appear during a specific time of day or time of week, month 

or year.  Such as gardeners or trash pick-up. 
• Ask someone at the location about the sound situation there and ask about any 

potential problems. 
• Noisy air conditioners and furnaces 
• Fans 
• Refrigerators 
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• Turn off clocks. A chiming grandfather may be nice but not on your documentary 
unless it’s part of the story. 

• You may have to request the crew remove their shoes if they need to move 
around on noisy floors, such as a dance floor, or a wooden or tile floor. 

• Cell phones anyone? NO! 
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HOW TO LOG IN YOUR FOOTAGE 
 
This will be one of the easier steps you do in making your documentary. You can also 
get someone to do this for you but that doesn’t absolve you from the responsibility of 
knowing your own footage. 
 
Here’s the Basic Steps 

1. Get a window print made so you can log your footage. A window print is taking 
your original footage and “burning” the image of the time code across the bottom 
of the screen so that each frame will have a number that you can easily find. You 
will usually have to take this to a studio to have done. 

2.  Label all tapes.  
 
Annotating or Logging in Your Footage 
On a list which can be done on your computer list the following: 

This is what my shot log sheets look like.  
_______________________________________________________ 

Tape   Timecode    Describe footage      Sound 
                        Add Close up of, cut away etc. 
 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
I did a very basic list here. It does the job and that’s usually all you need. I found out the 
“doc biggies” and movies use only a slightly more complex list to log in footage. 
 
You don’t have to use this exact format but it covers the basics and that’s what you 
want to do here. 
 
Make sure you also note any exceptional shots that you love with a star, the word 
GOOD, or whatever helps you find it easily. You could highlight it in color. 
 
Also cross out any shots you know you won’t need. Let’s say it’s a really bad take and 
you have three other great ones, or you will not be using the person in the footage any 
more on your documentary. 
 
This process is time-consuming but not hard. This is one of the critical stages of making 
choices though. How you label your shots will determine how easily you find the pieces 
you will use to edit together your great documentary. This is CRITICAL to save time. 
 
Keep a list of any great quotes you find while logging. A form follows. 
You can also keep a list of your really good shots separately if that helps you. 
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Your Quote/Sound Byte List 
 
Who    Tape   Timecode   What Said 
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Your Log Sheet 
 
I often list the tape at the top and use separate pages for each tape and keep a copy of 
this with the tape as well as in my doc book. You can use either. 
Use the note section for any specific notes like GOOD or maybe or bird in shot etc. 

TAPE ___________ 

Timecode    Describe footage      Sound    Notes 
   Add close up of, cut away etc. 
 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

________________________________________________________________ 
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LOGGING YOUR FOOTAGE 
 
Log in forms    
You log in your footage preferably DURING the shoot if you have both the time and the 
man/woman/power to do this. 
  
Do it AFTER the shoot if you don’t. Most filmmakers have their log in work done after 
the shoot 
 
Here is a brief sample of a log form. The actual forms will be much longer than this. 
They are located in the FORMS section at the end of your binder. 
 
Timecode Video/B/roll CG   Audio  Music         Special effects 
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How to Set up Shots 
 
How you set up a shot determines the look and feel of the shot. You are dealing with 
camera placement, talent, lights, and props when you are in a studio. There is an infinite 
variety of what you can do with each shot.  
 

• You can have an actor face the camera, stage left.  
• You can angle the camera to the right of the actor.  
• You can close in on the actors face.  

 
Each choice changes the entire emotions of the scene. You can create drama, intimacy 
or suspense by how you set up the shot.  
 
First you will decide if you are doing a one camera or a multiple camera shoot. If you 
can only get or afford one camera, that decision is already made. 
 

One Camera 
If you have one camera, you can do all your shots of each person. Then move onto the 
next shot and edit them together later. 
 

Multiple Cameras 
If you do a multi-camera shoot, you will have to do most of your filming live, although 
part of this can be edited later. Your choices are made during the actual filming by the 
director instead of the editor in the studio. The director will cut back and forth between 
the cameras, choosing the camera angle he or she likes best for each shot. The director 
sees all the camera angles available in the monitor and switches between them. This 
takes some talent. It’s like conducting an orchestra. I’ve tried it and it’s not easy. But it’s 
also very exhilarating. Kind of like an air traffic controller. 
 

Lighting 
You will also have to work with the lighting director to get the proper lighting for your 
shots unless it is outdoors. Everything will need to be staged properly. Note positions for 
all the talent. Go over any movement that take place during the shot including camera 
movements, any change in lighting and movement of the actors or talent.  
 
You will also have tripods, dollies and props. Yes it can get complicated. But you’ll have 
people who know how to do this working with you. It’s like a beautiful dance when you 
get it right. 
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Be Sure to:  
Remind the talent or interviewee: 

• Where to look on camera  
• To breathe 
• Smile  
• What to do with their hands  
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CHECKLIST FOR FILMING  

 
• Approach:  

Will you use a shot list or will you use a shot gun approach? 
 

• Are you using a set?  
Choose background colors that work 
 

• Will you need a set built?  
Who can you hire? Schedule this 
 

• Food 
Will you need catering or can you coordinate feeding your crew yourself? 
 

• Can you do exterior shots first? 
 
• Can you use mystery, humor?  

This usually comes up during filming. Catch it. 
 

• Can you get yourself into your production somehow?  
For example if you are going to get into your ranch documentary, can you   
get some riding gear? How about a cowboy hat? 
 

• Make sure you shoot emotions if appropriate 
 
• Do you need testimonials?  

Who? When can you get these? Schedule them in. 
 

• Can you do a memory book?  
Bring this along to your shoot. 
 

• Do an estimated number of tapes for the shoot.  
You can adjust this figure. Ask your cameraman 
 

• Bring a notebook.  
You’ll need it. 
 

• Will you need a rehearsal?  
Who is involved? Where? Schedule it. 
 

• Is someone in charge of continuity? 
 
• Will you need a blue/green screen? 

 
• Are you filming people, events, or locations? Bring that info along. 

 
• Are you filming a presentation? 
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• Audience shots:  

If you have an audience, make sure you get excellent audience shots. 
 

• Are you filming exteriors?  
Review the Location information 
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Write Your Interview Questions 
 

You did your A and B list of whom to interview at the start of this Playbook so we will get 
into the other details of the interview here. 
 
This assumes you already have your Interviewee list decided. If not, do that now. It is in 
the Interview Section in the main Documentary 101 Film Course book right after 
Production. This section also tells you how to choose a location for your interview. 
 
List your interview choices here or just copy or refer to the list you made earlier. 
 
Interviewee List 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

Locations to Shoot Interviews 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
The first thing you will do after you choose your interviewees and location is to get a list 
of questions ready to ask each interviewee. The questions you ask of course will be 
pertinent to what you want to find out in your documentary. If you keep the goal of your 
documentary in mind, you should have a real good start on what questions you will 
need to ask in order to get the information that will be necessary to make your 
documentary. 
 
While there are sample interview questions in the Sample Section, I have included the 
Safe Questions to Ask Anyone List here too. 
 
Remember to start with your absolutely “have-to-get” answered questions. Write those 
first. These questions are divided into the type of documentary you will be doing (from 
the main Interview Section). 
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Questions about a Person  
• Who was your greatest mentor? 
• What was the best advice you were ever given? Who gave it to you? 
• Who are your heroes? 
• If you could change anything in the world, what would it be? 
• What is the most valuable advice you could give anyone? How did you first get 

into (Judo, Ballet, Bowling, Mountain climbing, Spelling Bees?) 
• What do you see this person doing in the future with this? 

 
Questions about a Location 

• So how long have you been coming to Hawaii, Green Bay, Jamaica (place)? 
• How long have you known about (place)? 
• When did you first get to (place)? 
• What is you favorite thing about (place)? 
• Tell me about (place). 
• Tell me something no one else knows about this location 

 
Questions about an Event 

• Can you explain what is going on with this event, person in the event etc.? 
• What happened? Were you there? 
• What did you get from this experience? 
• How did this event come to be? 
• Tell me about this event? 
• Do you remember any funny/sad/significant stories from this event? 

 
Delete any questions that aren’t pertinent for you. Adapt the questions from the list in 
the type of documentary you are doing. Then add any extra questions that you are 
curious about. 
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 Question List for Interviewee _________________ 
(Do a separate list for each interviewee) 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
NOTE: I can usually get between 10 and 12 good questions answered in an hour. 
That’s about 5-6 minutes a piece for your interviewee to answer. Be sure to have more 
questions than that available in case they give short answers to your questions. Your 
job is to get them to open up and talk. I always leave room for other questions that will 
spring up based on the answers the interviewee gives and the new information I want to 
find out more about. 
 
Checklist for Your Interview (Before) 

• Schedule 
• Confirm 

 
Checklist for Your Interview (During) 

Bring  
! Releases 
! Microphones (if your cameraman isn’t bringing them) 
! Your Question lists 

 
Greet your interviewee and make them feel at ease. Also: 

• Connect with them 
• Let them know the length of the interview. 
• Tell them where you want them to look 
• Give them details pertinent to your interview 
• Tell them where there is water, bathrooms etc. 
• Ask them a few light questions about their trip there, the weather, the set 
• Ask them if they have any questions before you shoot 
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• Just in general treat them as a valued guest and that will make your 
interview go far smoother 

 
Again, ask questions and get answers especially to your “have-to have” 
questions. 
 
Get Your Main Camera Angles 

• Establishing Shot  
• Over the Shoulder  
• Close Up  
• Sideways Shot  
• Extreme Close up   
• The Medium Two Shot  
• Full shot 
• Long Shot 

 
Get Your Reaction Shots (You don’t need all of these but decide which ones fit 
your topic) 

• Nod and agree 
• Smile 
• Contemplate 
• Little gasp 
• The “ah shucks” shot (think “Isn’t that cute?”) 
• The amazement shot (think “WOW.”) 
• The shocked shot 
• The “oh-no” shot (think “now what?”) 
• The “I’m listening” shot 
• The “I agree with you completely on that” shot 

 
Also Get These Shots if You are Doing This on Location (not in a studio) 

• An establishing shot 
• A pan 
• A zoom in or out 
• A shot of the building or the entire location  
• Shoot any interesting elements of that location  
 

Then just go along with the flow and enjoy the interview. Let the cameraperson and 
lighting person and sound person handle the details. You get the information. 
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EDITING YOUR DOCUMENTARY 
 

This is a brief list of the main steps to editing your Great Documentary. 
• First get organized 
• Do a rough cut 
• Do an offline edit 
• Do an online edit 
• Export in the form your final production requires. 

 
The editing of your documentary will take awhile. It is vitally important to spend the time 
here getting your documentary pieced together in best way possible. Once you finish 
the editing stage, that’s it. That will be the film the world will see. It’s hard to predict just 
how long this stage will take. It depends on the length and complexity of your 
documentary. But it could take a good 6-8 weeks of full time editing, or a year if you do 
it part-time. Don’t get scared. Just get started. Don’t stop and it will get done. 
 
Here’s where you will start piecing together your documentary, first in large sections. 
Then you will polish it. 
 
Your first choice is whether to hire an editor or do it yourself.  
(Much of this was discussed in your Documentary 101 Film Course) 
 
Are You Doing the Editing?       Yes 

• Do you have an adequate editing program to do this?   _____ 
• Are you up to the task of editing?      _____ 
• Do you have the time and organizational abilities to edit?  _____ 
• Do you like to play with and experiment with footage?   _____ 

 
Are You Hiring an Editor?       Yes 

• Can you afford an editor and a studio?     _____ 
• Are you located near or can travel to the studio for the   _____ 

duration of time it takes to edit? 
• You will need to have an EDL for the editor. Can you or  

someone on your team put together an edit decision list that will be clear enough 
to create the program you envision?    _____ 

 
You may also do a combination of the above. You can do the rough cut yourself and 
then hire a professional editor and studio to do your online version. 
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DEFINITIONS 

 
Timeline:  
Timeline is the line of your documentary where you place and edit your uploaded clips 
to create the sequence that will become your finished documentary. It refers to the 
frame by frame flow of your program. It’s the actual footage but on a line of “time” on 
your computer screen so you can refer to a specific frame of your project if you need to 
tell the editor, “Cut frame 3;02.29 to frame 3.04.10 and he/she can do exactly that for 
you. 
 
Here is what an actual timeline looks like. The timeline is the bottom portion of the 
image below, not the viewing screens. The video is on V1, V2 etc. and audio is A1, A2 
etc. The vertical bar is at approximately 9 seconds into the project. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



TRADE SECRETS: Film Playbook 
© 2019 Reel Mountain Pictures, LLC   info@reelmountainpictures.com 

Here is the same timeline compressed so that you see the entire project. 
 

 
 
 
Rough Cut: This is the first version of your documentary. It will not be polished but the 
footage is pretty much in the order of where you want it to be. You might not add your 
music at this point. You usually do not add credits yet. It’s like the framing of your home. 
There is no carpet, tile or details yet. 
 
Offline Edit: Some filmmakers call the offline edit the same as a rough cut. Some 
include the rough cut and the initial assembly in the offline edit. Basically you get the 
documentary ready for the final version or online edit here. I use “offline” to mean after 
the initial rough cut, which still needs polishing and often is still too long, but where you 
get the documentary the way you want it to look. 
 
Online Edit: This is where you polish every part of your documentary to be its very 
best. You add music, credits, final narration and titles. This is the version your audience 
will see. You are setting the concrete at this point. 
 
Mix: The mix is where all the audio tracks of the documentary are mixed together and 
the sound polished. I often did my mix while in the online edit. Sometimes it was done 
later. It depends on how extensive the project is.  
 
Uploaded Clips: You need to bring your footage into your computer or the studio’s 
computer editing program. Normally you upload each clip separately so you do not have 
too much footage to work with. It is also much easier to move it around. 

 
Rendering and Render Files: Most editing programs allow you to view the footage you 
have placed on your timeline but not all of the transitions or effects you’ve applied. You 
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must render those first. And they footage you can see will not be high resolution. Again 
you must render it first. Rendering is where your editing program will make the images 
viewable to you. Some programs do this automatically. You decide the quality you want. 
Render files are those files that have been rendered rather than the raw footage.   
 
EDL. This is your Edit Decision List, a list of every edit and the time codes of your 
documentary. You will make a rough version of this to start. Once you finish the rough 
cut you can do a print out version. You will also do a final version for your online edit. 
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1. To Get Started, Get Organized 

 
This step is mostly bringing your footage into your computer, labeling things properly, 
and grouping them in the sections or main segments where you want them. 
 
Conversion 
The first step is to convert or transfer any footage that needs to be edited in another 
format. For instance, if an interview was shot in Spain on PAL, it will need to be 
converted to NTSC – the American standard. You will do this with a converter program. 
One I have used with great success and it’s not that expensive is the Nattress Standard 
Converter, a plug-in around $100. It can convert from PAL to NTSC and vice versa. It 
can also convert from film to either of PAL or NTSC. Make sure do your conversions, 
BEFORE you edit, because there is less chance of anything changing in the frame rate 
speed. You should get clean footage in the transfer if you do the transfers before you 
edit the clip. You can also pay to have this done for you. It’s not cheap. I use Fotokem 
https://fotokem.com/ - /in Burbank, California. A less expensive source is 
http://www.adshollywood.com 
 
Compression 
Compression basically means that you are converting your video to a lower data rate, 
which assumes that some of the data is not needed. It often compresses to a third of its 
original size which allows you to use less disk and storage space. Consider it like 
cleaning out your garage. The problem is when things are compressed so much that not 
only are the unwanted things in your garage thrown away but so is the stuff you need in 
your home. 
 
MPEG Streamclip2. This is a program that compresses your footage when you need to 
import your footage from DVD or HD. It gets pretty technical so I will show you on the 
DVDs how to do this. The program is free and downloadable however you have to have 
the plug-ins on your computer to be able to use it. 
 
Upload or Digitize Your Footage 
Next, you will upload your clips into the computer. You will bring the footage in directly 
from your camera if you wish or from your media cards. I’ve also use a Sony converter 
box that works but they don’t make it anymore. You might be able to find it used online. 
This box allowed me to import from video (old footage) audio (CD’s or whatever media I 
needed. Some was on cassette tapes). The point is you have to get your footage into 
your computer and store it there when you get ready to edit. 
 
Most editing programs will allow you to import directly from a DVD or you can use the 
Media converter to convert DVDs to DV or Quicktime movies.  
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DOCUMENTARY QUICK TIP: 
Make sure you have folders created beforehand on your computer. Also make sure you 
have the hard drive space to edit. You need to be really organized to start the editing 
process. I get an extra external hard drive specifically for each project. Then I store all 
the files in these labeled and easy to find folders including the render files which are 
often very large once you do a high quality version. Make a printed list of the folders you 
have created for your documentary so you can find them.  
 
 

Uploading Clips for Editing  
 

1. Make sure you have enough free space on your hard drive to do this. And always 
leave about 20% free or even more if you can. 

2. When uploading your clips, always give a few extra seconds on each end of your 
clip for transitional edits like dissolves.  

3. If you are uploading from tape, it is real time. 30 minutes takes 30 minutes to 
upload or digitize. 

4. Name your clips (Bob, Jane, just kidding ☺) to describe the scene, the length of 
the scene, and the image. Example; slowcarchicago15. 15 refers to the length in 
seconds of the clip. This is helpful in case you later edit the clip to let’s say 4 
seconds and you need to lengthen it by a few seconds. Instantly you can see that 
more of the clip is available. 

5. Group your clips in folders based on the type of clip. For example, John K’s 
interview. Australian desert footage, etc. 

 
Decide Pace 
You need to decide up front if you want to use mainly cuts, dissolves, long sections of 
shots, or a quick and fast pace. Your editor will probably ask you this. Your theme and 
topic of your documentary will also help determine the pace. But even more important is 
your vision of how you see this playing out on screen. A fast pace would be a change of 
shots every couple of seconds or less. If you are doing an interview, obviously you 
wouldn’t want to do this in most instances. It might work if Joe Car Enthusiast was 
talking about great new race cars and drivers and you cut quickly from driver to driver 
and car to car. However most shots that I have used from B-roll average about 4-7 
seconds. But there are no hard and fast rules. It depends on your footage. Use your 
intuition and your eyes to tell you what to do. 
 
If you cut together a group of shots and you don’t like how it looks, try shortening or 
lengthening a few shots and you might find a better pace.   
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2. Do a Rough Cut 
 
The rough cut is just that. A general flow of how you want your project to look. Basically 
you get large chunks of footage in place first. Then delete what you don’t want or what 
doesn’t flow well. It’s like moving all the furniture into house when you move to a new 
location. First you get it there. Later you place it in its proper place in the house. 
 
You should have a general idea of how to start editing based on your scenes, treatment 
and storylines. You may have filmed introductions and exits to each scene or one main 
opening and closing. Get these tapes, films, or cards together. 

 
1. Start with grouping clips in large sections. Group all like tasks if you can. 

Organize your footage or segments by ideas, concepts, people, time, themes 
and subthemes or whatever categories your documentary has. You can always 
change these preliminary notes. 

2. Put these segments together in place in your timeline.  
3. Note the times for the start of each segment. 
4. Put a place holder at the beginning of each segment. This could be a mark on 

the top of your timeline, a frame that reads, “The gorilla segment” That way you 
can easily find this segment as you are editing and moving things around in case 
your timeline numbers change. 

5. Pull out all the footage you like once you have placed it in segments on your 
timeline. 

6. Keep extra chunks of footage at the back end of your project on your editing 
timeline. Then you can pull footage from the end of your timeline if you need it, 
much like going to a storage room. 

7. Watch them again and cut out what you don’t like as much.  
8. Place these clips at the end of this same segment. 
9. Ask yourself, “Why did I use that shot? And then explain it to yourself. 
10. Be as accurate and fair as you can in your portrayal. 
11. Now polish and chip away digitally.  

 
This involves a lot of decision making and also looking at the flow of shots. Some shots 
are great alone but disturbing when they are back to back with another shot. Separating 
them is often a trick that works well for me. 
 
You create your first EDL from your rough cut 
There are several samples of EDL’s following this section. 
 
 
DOCUMENTARY QUICK TIP: 
It helps once you do a rough cut to label each updated version of your documentary 
with the date. Choose a name for your file that will be easy to remember and load but 
also easy to reference. A file labeled “whaledoc1.24.10” will be an earlier cut than one 
labeled “whaledoc3.25.10”. You can leave out the year if you wish. This can save you 
countless headaches believe me. 
 
 
I will group most of the rough cut under the offline edit section which follows. 
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3. OFF-LINE EDITING 

 
When you get to offline editing whether or not you categorize the rough cut under this 
section or not, you will need to make decisions here to create the “pattern” for your final 
documentary. With the advent of digital editing the distinction is blurring a bit more 
between offline and online but you still need to give yourself the time in offline to 
experiment and make mistakes here so you go into your online with a very clear picture 
of your final project. 
 
The basic steps for the offline edit are looking for and revealing your story. 
 
DOCUMENTARY QUICK TIP: 
Put all the music on the same audio track/s. Put all the main audio on the same track/s. 
Put all the sound effects on the same track/s. In other words, be consistent. It will help 
you as you edit. Your music may be on tracks 4 and 5. The Main audio is usually tracks 
1 & 2 etc. of the audio tracks. Video is usually tracks 1 and 2 of the video tracks. CG 
work is often on tracks 2 or 3 depending on what you intend to do with your video and 
how many levels of it you will need. 
 
GENERAL EDITING TIPS 

• Start your documentary already well into the story you want to tell and then go 
back. 
For example, have Mr. Talent sit on the train staring out the window. Then go 
back to why and how he got on that train. Or have Ms. Talent running in a race, 
struggling with each step. Go back to her life as a little girl on a ranch watching 
the horses running through the fields. 

• Change emotional points. Go from high states to calm states.  
• Add some pauses in the story for the viewer to take in what happened in a large 

scene or put a softer scene following it. 
• Make sure nothing stands out, even the great stuff unless its at the end for a 

spectacular punch. You are looking for flow. Even a beautiful shot in your 
documentary can be like a huge boulder in a river that takes away from the ride if 
it stands out too much. 

• In many stories there is a crisis at the end of the second act. It gets resolved in 
the third. Although documentaries aren’t actual screenplays sometimes knowing 
this general pattern can help with your storyline. 

• Follow the story. Ask, “Is this footage talking you down the river of your story or 
off on a tributary? You can do little “excursions” on your documentary but you 
don’t want to confuse the viewer with two rivers. 

• Vary the types of shots. In other words, use a close up, maybe then a long shot, 
next a medium close up followed by an extreme close etc. This allows greater 
flexibility of shots and is more interesting to the viewer. 

• Try not to repeat shots. 
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DOCUMENTARY QUICK TIP: 
Look for shots that are emotionally rich. Ask “How can you best tell the story based on 
this footage?” 
 
 
RECOMMENDED ORDER FOR EDITS 
The following sections are the order in which I normally edit. That doesn’t mean I do this 
every time, but it is generally true on most of my documentaries. You, of course, can 
vary this if you wish, but I found that it saves me time to work in this progression. 
 
The Opening 
I’m putting this here because if I have already shot the opening I add it here first and 
then come back later and polish it. Otherwise I do this step last or whenever I get the 
inspiration as to how I want to create it. I look for good footage for the opening or 
closing scenes of my documentary. If you have already filmed these scenes, you place 
them upfront in your timeline. Here are some examples of good openings just to get 
your creative juices flowing. 

• A medley of clips of all of your best shots.  
• The absolute most moving emotional shot you have.  
• Something that will reveal and generate interest in your story. For example, 

Someone is walking over a hill to a vista and they make a profound comment, 
“Here is where I first discovered X.” 

• You can use your best footage here and put it together in a montage with the 
opening title or you may have a scene that you have already filmed for the 
opening. Let’s say, a mother carrying her two children in her arms as she rushes 
to the coal mine. For effect you could put the scene in slow motion to focus on 
her dilemma. 

 
Add Main Footage 
Place your main footage in large chunks in the approximate order of where you want 
them. You don’t have to worry about making it perfect yet. Just get it there. Put in all the 
shots you think you may need. 
 
Add B-roll 
Once you get all your footage in place, and you like the flow of both the story and the 
interviews, now add your B-roll. You should have filmed your B-roll during your main 
filming but if you didn’t and can still get the shots – go film them. Then cover up any 
mistakes in the interview or where you need to clarify something the interviewee says 
visually. If they are talking about a particular building, see if there is any footage of that 
building that you can use to cover that segment of the interview. 
 
You can cut in B-roll, or dissolve it, whichever works best for your documentary. A 
normal dissolve or fade-in usually is about a second or two.  
 
Add Transitions 
If you have quotes, medleys, or a host who comes back on and off throughout the 
program, add them now. Either fade or cut them into your documentary depending on 
your style. 
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How to Do a Wipe 
Choose the “wipe” transition and place it between the two shots you are using for 
the wipe. Start with a one second wipe. If this is too fast, add another second to 
the wipe. For most wipes you will need a good second or too, but that all 
depends on the pace of your doc at that point. 
 
How to Do a Fade-in 
Most fade-ins are about a second or two. Place the fade in transition at the start 
of your shot. Hopefully you have an area of black before it. If not, create a black 
space before the shot by fading out the shot before it. Going from a straight cut to 
a fade-in will be jarring to the eyes. 
Change the length of the fade-in until it works with that shot and section 
 
How to Do a Dissolve 
Place the dissolve transition between the two shots you want to dissolve 
together. Start with a second long. If this dissolve appears to be too quick, add 
onto the length of the dissolve. Slower dissolves will appear more beautiful but 
also more noticeable, so if you don’t want to see the details of your photos 
blending together keep the dissolve at one second or so. If you see any black or 
jumping images, it means you don’t have quite enough footage for that length of 
dissolve. Cut the time of the dissolve down by a few microseconds until the shots 
flow smoothly together. 
 
How to Do Special Transition 
Most special transitions are similar to wipes, but each one needs to be applied to 
your footage to see if it is appropriate. Sometimes you think you want something 
like a pinpoint of another shot coming out of the main footage but it looks horrible 
when you try it. Most editing programs allow you to select and apply transitions 
between two sections of footage. You can always hit the “undo” button.  

 
 
DOCUMENTARY QUICK TIP: 
Always check these edits immediately after you make them. They are so easy to fix now 
with the undo button than if you wait until later and it can take six steps or more just to 
get back to where you were. 
 
 
Add Music  
You can add music now under the sections you want music. It is usually the opening, 
the ending credits, any transitions and montages or places where music can enhance 
the emotion you want to show the viewer. But I will tell you this. If you add the music in 
the offline, you will almost always have to adjust, polish or change it in the online. 
Therefore many filmmakers wait until the online to add it. This is covered in a lot more 
detail in the Make Your Videos Outstanding with Music Course. 
 
Do a First Draft Narration 
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You can place a scratch track of narration that you might do yourself at this point to get 
an idea of the flow. After you finish the offline you will most likely rewrite the narration 
before you bring in a narrator. 
 
 
Add Special Effects and Sound Effects If Needed 
Sound effects can add a lot to the professionalism of your work. This is also covered in 
The Make Your Videos Outstanding with Music Course, so this will be brief. Decide if 
you need effects that are either visual or sound effects. Decide on Foley sound or sound 
effects that you can record yourself or you can buy. Your own voice, if trained, can 
make a lot of unique sounds. Visual effects could be adding a posterization, or filter to 
the shot. There are so many of these filters to choose from. Ask your editor or look in 
your editing program under “effects.”  
 
How to Add Laughs 
If you have any laughter from your own footage that you can use it will sound better 
than canned or purchased laughter. If not, get the best laughs you can buy. ☺ 
Sometimes I will loop a laughter audio clip if it’s too short. That means I copy and paste 
the laugh again at the end of the laugh. Usually I blend the two laugh tracks together 
with a short audio dissolve between them.  
 
If you wait until just a beat after the joke or place where you are inserting the laughter, it 
will sound more natural. Then, hopefully either your subject has paused long enough to 
get a good laugh, or you have left room for a good laugh. You want to end your laugh 
track just before the subject starts talking again.    
 
If you have more than one laugh that needs to be inserted in a row, usually you built up 
the volume of the laugh with each subsequent laugh that is back to back – assuming of 
course, that they are funny. 
 
How to Add Photos 
You can dissolve or cut a photo into your footage. First make sure that you have the 
correct photo size and dimensions. Each editing program requires different size photos. 
I use medium to large size resolutions for Final Cut Pro. Try to use the highest quality 
photo you can get. I recommend a resolution of at least 1 MB.  When you buy royalty 
free stock photos, look for a minimum of 1500 X 2000 pixels. This should convert well 
for editing. If you are doing something for the web only, you can get by with about 600 X 
800 but even the web is moving blindingly fast into higher resolutions. 
 
In a program like Final Cut Pro if the image is too small for the screen, you can drag the 
corners out to enlarge it. Enlarging the photo will lower the resolution so make sure you 
have the highest quality photo to start with. 
 
Choose rectangle or landscape sized photos because they are closer to your final 
screen image size than vertical photos, which will lose resolution when you enlarge 
them to fit the screen. You can use a vertical photo but just be sure it is a higher 
resolution to start with. 
 
You can scan in photos from your scanner if you need to or you can bring them in 
directly from your camera to your computer. You may have to tweak them in Photoshop. 
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If you have to overlap any edges give them a tiny bit extra, so you can work with any 
blending you may have to do.   
 
 
Getting Photos in the Right Resolution 
Always get photos in the highest resolution as possible so you can scan them in and 
downsize if necessary. You can’t upsize resolution. The exception to this rule is if you 
are paying for a large amount of photos and your budget doesn’t include all high 
resolution photos. My recommendation is to get the screen size photos at a decent 
enough resolution that will blend with your footage. Again, if any photos are more 
vertical and have to be zoomed or tilted, purchase them at a higher resolution because 
once you zoom in, you will lose some quality. Or better yet, look for a nice horizontal 
shot that is similar. 
 

SOUND  
 
How to Add Sound 
Most of this is covered in detail in the Sound section on page 107 
 
Sound Terms 
When you get into editing your sound, here are a few terms you may need to know. 

• Compression: this is what evens out your sound levels. Compression will make 
the louder sounds softer and the softer sounds louder. 

• Normalization: This sets the maximum levels for the range of sound in your 
production. 

 
How to Overlap a Voice  
Sometimes you will want to have someone start speaking before your actually see their 
image. This is a technique that makes your documentary look more professional. 
Although you can start the voice at almost any length of time before you actually show 
the speaker, I recommend starting the voice about three-five seconds before you show 
their image. This means that you or your editor will continue the previous footage or 
images, use the sound from the interview you want next, and then go to the visual of the 
interview, making sure the sound and image synch up. You can also do this as you exit 
the interview. It gives a nice polished and professional feel to your work. 
 
 
DOCUMENTARY QUICK TIP: 
The above technique works best when you do not have a narrator who has a similar 
voice to one of your interviews and thus confuses speakers as to who is actually doing 
the talking. 
 
 
Check All Sound Levels 
Make sure there are no sounds over 0dB. Make sure sound levels are even throughout 
your project unless you deliberately want to keep the sound low, for instance in a 
whispering segment in a hospital room. Check for any sound glitches. 
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DOCUMENTARY QUICK TIP: 
Always make a backup file of your project. Label it “nameof yourdocumentary.backup” 
and date it. Update these frequently. 
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How Long Should Each Segment or Section of Your Documentary Be? 
That is a very personal decision for your documentary. No one can make that decision 
for you. I will give you a few examples of how I structured several of my documentaries 
in the DVDs and you can see if either of those examples will work for you. 
 
Example 1.  

THE TWELVE SECTIONS  
of 

   THE HEART OF SKIING 
(intro) 

          MEET STEIN AND BJORN 
          SKI BASICS  
          STEIN AND FRIENDS 
          THE TEN COMMANDMENTS OF SKIING 
          POLISH YOUR SKIING 
          COMMON SKI MISTAKES 
          BASICS REVIEW 
          MEDLEY 
          ADVANCED SKIING   
          SKIING WITH FAMILY          
          REVIEW AND DV8s 
          THE GOOD SKI LIFE 
                                                    (Ending credits) 

 
HEART OF SKIING SCENE SELECTION & TIME CODES 

 
00.   1.33.29 Intro Opening 
SECTION 1  MEET STEIN AND SON BJORN 
1.33.29 2.20.17 Meet Stein  
2.20.17 3.32.27 Meet Bjorn 
3.32.27 4.57.00 Deer Valley Resort 
 
SECTION 2 SKI BASICS 
4.57.00 6.28.27 The Basics 
6.28.27 7.54.28 Secrets of the Stein Turn  
7.54.28 9.58.06 Stein Talks about Ski Styles 
 
SECTION 3  STEIN & FRIENDS 
9.58.06 11.34.00 Stein’s Parents 
11.34.00 11.57.05 Stein Has Fun 
11.57.05 12.33.28 Stein and Friend, Rolf 
 
SECTION 4 THE TEN COMMANDMENTS OF SKIING 
12.33.28 16.39.19 Ten Commandments of Skiing 
 
SECTION 5 POLISH YOUR SKIING 
16.39.19 17.41.28 Rhythm 
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17.41.28 18.56.23 Choose Your Ski Runs 
 
SECTION 6 OVERCOMING SKI MISTAKES 
18.56.23 20.31.04 Overcoming Common Ski Mistakes 
20.31.04 22.01.23 Flat Light 
22.01.23 23.24.09 Move Beyond the Stem 
 
SECTION 7  BASICS REVIEW & MEDLEY 
23.24.09 24.30.04 Basics Review 
24.30.04 25.33.24 Diamonds in the Snow 
 
SECTION 8 ADVANCED SKIING 
25.33.24 26.38.18 Advanced Skiing, Angles 
26.38.18 29.56.14 Racing 
29.56.14 31.03.02 Tracks 
31.03.02 32.14.09 Moguls 
32.14.09 33.55.14 Powder 
 
SECTION 9  SKIING WITH FAMILY  
33.55.14 35.26.01 Skiing with Family 
 
SECTION 10 REVIEW & DV8s 
35.26.01 36.56.15 Quick Review and DV8s 
 
SECTION 11 STEIN’S LOVE FOR SKIING & MEDLEY 
36.56.15 39.33.09 Stein’s Love for Skiing 
39.33.09 41.10.11 Ending Ski Medley 
41.01.11 42.10.29 Stein’s Farewell 
 
SECTION 12 ENDING CREDITS 
42.10.29 44.01.20 Credits 
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EXAMPLE 2. 
 

THE LEGENDARY SKIER 
 

1. Intro 
2. BORN TO SKI   “Stein’s first experience on skis to ski wall section 
3. STEIN”S WALL OF SKI HISTORY  

Start of wall, parents and Bogner 
 

4. OLYMPIC TRIUMPH  “In ancient Norway… 
5. GOING TO WORK  “After the three gold medals… start of business     

world in US” 
6. AMERICA FLIPS FOR STEIN’S FLIPS  

“When Stein came to America.. 
To just after Sundancer music 

7. LIFE ON THE BIG SCREEN “Skiing lends itself beautifully to film. 
Warren Miller Section 

8. FAME    “By now Stein was famous. Reason for my success 
9. A SKI KNIGHT   “Stein left beautiful tracks…Norway section 
10. STEIN’S WALL PART II “The World of Skiing...Lowell, Ford 
11. STEIN’S TROPHIES  “There is something profoundly appealing.. 
12. A LEGEND’S LEGACY  “Legends are dramatic…to credits 
 
Then I broke the documentary down further into these sections 
 
Detailed sections for The Legendary Skier 
1. Intro 
2. Title 
3. Nordic Legends 
4. Mom and Dad  INTERVIEW 
5. Wall 

1. Mom  Dad Brother 
6. Mom stills 
7. Winter 
8. Sweaters 
9. Stein means Rock  “Isaac Newton said” 
10. Wall Hannes 
11. Bogner  
12. Olympic 

1. Troll 
2. Start of Silver Medal 54321 Go 
3. CG Flick an eyelash 
4. Legends rise 
5. Lack of snow 
6. Frost Giants 
7. Memorize gates 
8. Marius 
9. Dream was there Olympic #12  
10. Steins Dad Olympics  
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11. Mom 
13. Trophy After won 3 gold medals 
14. Peron Portillo 
15. Make a living 
16. Boyne Mountain 
17. Flip and jumps 

1. Father of freestyle 
18. Sundancer 
19. WWII and Norway 
20. King and Norway 
21. Deer Valley 
22. Vikings 
23. Filmmakers 

1. Reason for success 
2. Jean Claude Killy 
3. Wall 
4. John Jay 
5. Tasmin Glacier 
6. Warren Miller 

24. Ending medley story 
 
Last Things to Check 
When you think you are done, cut again. Force yourself to do it. Your documentary will 
flow better. 
 
After this stage, take note of your documentary. Going into online editing is like walking 
down the aisle. Are you ready? Do you have everything in place and can you live with 
what you have now?  
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4. Do an Online Edit 

 
ON-LINE EDITING Online editing is much easier than offline editing, but much more 
critical. You already have done the hard work with the rough cut. Now you can polish it. 
Your EDL is just like following a pattern or specific recipe. This is where you create 
everything in high resolution and add your music, narration, credits and CG work. The 
ration of time spent in offline editing versus online editing for me is about 4 to 1 but the 
cost for online studio time and an editor (unless you do it yourself) is much higher per 
hour. 
 
Now is when you polish up all the footage by cutting a shot tighter, removing unwanted 
sounds, polishing the music, and rendering everything in high quality. You often do your 
rough cut in low quality to save render, loading time and space on your computer. Take 
out the extras now and add anything you can to make it better.  
 
Add Narration 
Either do the narration yourself or have your narrator come in and do the voice-over in 
the studio. Most narrators will read from a print out that you have given them. Some will 
record the audio all at once. Later you or the editor will place it on the timeline on the 
audio portion of the timeline, usually below the main timeline. The video goes above the 
main time line. If you need to or have time and money, you can have the narrator say a 
line, and then place it in the timeline right then and there. That way, you can better 
decide whether to do a retake or not. It costs more because of the narrator’s time and 
the studio time, but gets the narration done more precisely for each shot. You may need 
to redo any narration you have already written based on changes in the EDL that have 
been made.  
 
Redo or Add Music  
You will either redo the scratch track (rough track that will be replaces) now or add it for 
the first time. Follow the guidelines in the Make Your Videos Outstanding with Music 
Course. 
 
Add Your CG Effect (Character Generated) 
This is the text you add on screen to state the name of your interviewee, the location, or 
anything else that needs a written explanation including any quotes you want to add. 
Every editing program has this capability but they are all different. Usually you will add 
another row to the timeline for all your CG effects. Create the text in your editing 
program. Then move it into the timeline on top of what you what the text to refer to. You 
do this the first time you show a new person. “Bill Arnold, Mayor of Littletown, USA,” 
Carol Baxton, First woman to climb Mt Everest backwards” etc. I like to use a soft drop 
shadow behind titles to give it a nice look. 
 
Add Titles 
Add your opening sequence and your opening titles.  You will usually do this last. You 
can decide the order that works best for you. Use a font for your title that goes with your 
entire story and theme. Remember this font and title will appear on anything connected 
with your documentary, 
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How to Add a Title 

• Choose the title 
• Select the font. Make sure it is appropriate for the title. A script font for an elegant 

person or estate would be nice 
• Create the title in the Text or CG generator and place the title in your timeline 
• Experiment with the placement on screen until it pleases your eye, usually on the 

lower third of the screen  
• Do not have the title block critical elements of your shot 
• Make sure you have checked “Title safe” to ensure that all of your title will be 

seen on screen and not chopped off 
 
Add Credits 
You add your credits in the online edit. Have them ready to go with a printed list and the 
footage you want to play underneath them. Put the credits in the recommended order as 
explained in the main edit section of your Documentary 101 Film Course book unless 
any contracts or special conditions stipulate whose name comes first and how big it is to 
appear on screen. 
 
Add Subtitles if Needed 
If you are sending your film to a foreign country, you will need to add subtitles. Most 
editing programs will have an option to do subtitles. There are some subtitle programs 
available for purchase listed below. You could also do subtitles yourself by placing the 
text for the words in the lower portion of the screen.  
 
How to Add a Subtitle  
If you need to do subtitles: 

• Find out the specs you will need to adhere to for broadcast or sales.  
• Generally you want subtitles in the lower third of the image so they do not block 

too much of the images. Sometimes that can change depending on who you are 
doing the subtitles for. If they want them in the middle of the screen and they are 
paying you to do that, they must have a good reason. Give them what they want. 

• They are usually placed along the bottom of the screen. No matter where you put 
them they will conflict with some of the footage but this is the usual placement. 

• Use a mostly white color. 100% white may be too bright. Try 90-95% 
• Use non-serif fonts. You want the words to be as readable as possible but not 

have people think about them. After a few minutes into the film, you want the 
subtitles to be so easy to read, the viewer hardly notices them and focuses on 
the action again. 

 
CC or Close captions is a bit different. You will also need to add close-captions if your 
program will be aired on television stations due to a new law to allow the 30 million hard 
of hearing or deaf viewers access to televisions programming (not to mention in gyms or 
bars where TV is played and most people can’t hear it). Close- captioning adds, in 
addition to the dialogue, any sound effects that are important to the story such as 
“school bell rings’” or “car horn beeps.” 
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DOCUMENTARY QUICK TIP: 
If you are using subtitles or CC, go through your documentary and note all the sound 
bites that you will need to convert to text. Put these in a folder called “Subtitles or CC 
text” 
 
  
 
DOCUMENTARY QUICK TIP: 
Copy and paste the text for your subtitle into each new clip and then change the text. 
Then you will have the text attributes the same on each subtitle which will save you a lot 
of time. 
 
 
More info: 
Captions.org for captioning links and software. 
A caption source Cinetyp in Hollywood. 323 463-8569 Dave Margolis. 
http://www.cinetyp. com/ They have subtitled over 4,500 films. 
www.cpcweb.com has software and video tutorials 
Many television stations will also provide this information. 
 
 Brief Summary of Editing Steps  
 

1. Upload clips/capture/import. Get your footage into the computer to edit  
2. Compress the footage if you need to or do any conversions to change your 

footage from Pal to NTSC, from NTSC to Pal, from Film to Pal etc. Use the 
Nattress converter. This depends on what format you shot in and what format 
you will be editing in. There are so many it’s almost like translating languages! 

3. Do a roughcut and offline edit. Assemble your documentary segments. 
4. Online edit 
5. Output in the format you need. This is determined by where your doc is going 

and the format it is required to be in. 
 
When to Quit Editing: 
How do you know when to quit editing? If you are playing with your footage and not 
making much, if any progress, that’s time to call it a day and perhaps call it a wrap. I 
asked best-selling author Ruth Wood how she knew when she was done writing her 
novels. Ruth said she stopped when she couldn’t fiddle with it anymore. I guess if you 
poke the cake in the oven too much to see if it’s done you get a mess. As you edit, and 
get your documentary pretty much the way you want it, you will see a few more things to 
fix. Then you’ll probably see a few more and a few more. Continue this process until 
there just aren’t many things to fix and you’ve done the best you can. But don’t overdo 
the infinite fixing and changing. Otherwise you could work on your project forever. You 
must choose a quitting time for your doc. 
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EDIT CHECKLIST 
 

• Recheck all sound levels 
• Recheck all spellings (Critical) 
• Are your transitions smooth? 
• Have other people look at it. 
• Do you need to get additional releases if you’ve added anything extra?  
• Are there any areas of your documentary that still bother you? See if you can still 

fix them. List the possible reasons for this bothersome section 
 
_________________________________________________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________ 

 
List some possible solutions 
 
________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________ 

 
ADDITIONAL CHECKLIST 
 
____________1. Did you upload a few extra seconds on the front and back of  

      your clips so you can do transitions?   
     

____________2. Did you label all your uploaded clips in an easy to find manner? 
        For example “skierfallsCU” (Close-up) 
 
____________3. Did you place all your segments in their approximate positions  

    on the timeline? 
 
____________4. Did you label a section at the back of the timeline for extra  
                          shots that you might use later? 
 
____________5. Did you note any sections of your timeline that are  
                          troublesome, need some work, or bother you? 

 
____________6. Do you have a time budget for editing? 
 
____________7. Cut the total time if you can. Ask what’s not critical to your  

      story. Then remove it. 
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5.  Determine Your Project’s Format 
 
When everything is checked and your online edit completed, then you output your 
documentary in the correct format for your project. On Final Cut Pro there are several 
options to export your documentary: 
 

1. A Final Cut Pro Movie (which you can later make into a DVD) 
2. EDL  
3. Audio to OMF (which you probably won’t need to do. This is sound only) 
4. Quicktime movie.  

 
 
 
Exporting a Final Cut Pro Movie 
This is a very easy step. Select. “Make a Final Cut Pro Movie” and store it In a file 
where you can find it. This will give you a completed version in a great resolution 
(Assuming you made it in high quality). You will not be able to re-edit this version 
however so also be sure to keep the latest version of your named project. 
 
An EDL 
Select this choice and create and EDL. If your project is very large, you may not be able 
to export it all at once. Final Cut Pro will allow you to break it down into separate 
sections to export. It’s always good to download a final EDL just in case you ever have 
to go back and either find some shot or change something down the road. 
 
Making a Quicktime Movie 
Quicktime is a .mov file playable on most websites. While it only looks like there are 4 
options, just in Quicktime along, there are a myriad of options including the size, format 
within Quicktime, audio and bit size rates to mention a few. Quicktime allows you to 
convert your documentary to many options. Quicktime or .mov is pretty standard for 
getting things on the web. It’s also an easy way to send files that can be exported in 
many different sizes. 
 
This is the first window that comes up for a Quicktime movie. I use it as an example of 
the various choices to select in output. In the small window you see video “settings, filter 
and size.” And Audio Settings. Depending on how large you want your file to be, you 
choose the appropriate video settings. A web movie is smaller and less quality. 
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This opens the video settings window. 
 

 
 
 

This next screen shows all your choices for type of output.  
For a web project I would choose 640 X 480. Although sizes are  
going up as the internet expands. These sizes are exponential  

so 320 X 280 takes much less time to upload. 
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This is the audio settings. Your first choice is 
under compressor. Most of the other settings should be fine  

in stereo etc. 
 

 
 
Making a DVD 
When I make a DVD I have someone else encode it for me. They use DVD Studio Pro. 
What I need to do is get the sections ready for them with the time codes for the start 
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and end of each section and the titles of each section. If I want additional features I 
create those sections and also send them to the editor. Here are the extra sections I 
used on The Heart of Skiing DVD. 
 
1. Stein on Racing 
2. Stein Eriksen Day 
3. Skiing Montage 
4. The 1st Stein Turn  
5. Preparation 
6. Children and Skiing 
7. Helmets 
8. Steep Runs 
9. Safety 
10. Summer with Stein 
11. Biography 
12. Photo Gallery 
 
Frame Rates 
While you may not need to know about frame rate, sometimes it will be helpful to at 
least know what your frame rate of your project is. This refers to the display speed but 
has several factors involved. The higher the rate the better. 
 

• Usually DV (digital video) is 29.97 frames per second, the standard. 
• A DVD is 24 frames per second 
• Film is 30 frames per second and if you output at 30 you can get a film look if the 

rest of your elements also can convert to this. 
 
Store Your Finished Documentary. 
Two things you need to know. 

1. Keep it cool 
2. Keep it safe. 

  
Editing is a time consuming process but this is the exciting stage. You get to see how all 
your planning and expertise is coming to fruition. 
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SOUND DURING EDITING 
 
Much of this material is covered in The Make Your Videos Outstanding with Music 
section and the editing section. The same levels of sound apply. Keep sound levels 
under 0dB.  
 
Do You Need Sound Effects? 
Are there sounds effects that could improve your project? List those here along with the 
timecode or location of where they might be placed on your project. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Editing Steps for Sound 
Get the visuals edited and in place before you edit your sound. Then work on polishing 
the sound in this order: 
 

• First do any audio from interviews, any hosts you may have and your main 
footage. 

• Cut out any extra noises you might not need. 
• Add any ambient or background sound if the segment sounds a little flat. 
• Next add narration 
• Then add sound effects. 
• Then add music. 

 
It takes a bit of talent to blend all the above sounds together but if you get the most 
critical sounds right first, like the voices, then as you add sound layers like music, you 
keep playing with the right level for the new mix, always keeping in mind that 0dB sound 
limit. When you add another layer of new sound, you will almost always lower the 
existing sound levels because all the sounds combine to raise the total dB. If the sound 
level of all your mixed sounds is at -6dB that usually sounds pretty good. 
 
Then enjoy your film. By this stage all you need to do is make the final print, DVD or 
output and you are done! 
 
Congratulations for getting this far! Your documentary is young to be great and you are 
great for making it. 
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HOW TO DO YOUR NARRATION 
 

If You Hire a Narrator, Follow These Steps 
1. Get a good recommendation 
2. Get their demo reel and see if the voices portrayed on the CD will go with the 

tone and type of your documentary 
3. Negotiate a great and fair rate 
4. Schedule a studio session 
5. Confirm the studio session before your shoot. I recommend a week before and 

then another confirmation a day before as a reminder 
6. Make sure you have mailed, emailed, or delivered a copy of your script to the 

narrator. If you need it, get a signed release for non-disclosure of your material. 
7. Make sure when you confirm the studio time with the narrator that they have 

received and read the script. Ask them if they have any questions. 
 

In the Studio 
1. The narrator will go into a sound booth and communicate with your 

director/editor/sound engineer via headphones. If you are not the director, you 
can let the director make the decisions about the best takes, and when to keep 
trying for a better take. This increases your costs if you are paying either the 
studio or the narrator by the hour, but if you need that better “take,” go for it.  

2. The narrator will often give you several sample “voices” from the sound booth 
even if you have decided upon the style beforehand. (Remember sound can 
change depending on where it is being recorded.) The narrator will have to have 
a pen and perhaps additional paper as they make notes on any particular 
sections of script that they want to emphasize, whisper, or cut out per your 
directions. 

3. Start and finish recording. Take a short break if you need to. 
4. Pay the narrator 
5. Edit the narration into your documentary in the appropriate spots. 

 
If You’re Doing the Narration Yourself: 

1. You probably are familiar with the script. If not, then get familiar with the script 
2. Book your studio time if you need to do your recording in a studio 
3. Practice reading your script and doing the narration a few times before you go 

into the studio. Make sure you are comfortable with the script. Sometimes there 
will be some sentences that sound great on paper but fall apart when spoken. 
You may need to rewrite these. Read along while watching the actual 
documentary. Reading to the visuals will give you clues on how much intonation 
and voice range to use 

4. Take your script and extra copies with you to the studio 
5. Give a copy of the script to the sound engineer and director if needed 
6. Make notes on your script as you go along on the little nuances such as pauses 

or an emphasis that you might want to include 
7. Nail your performance! 
8. Edit the narration into the documentary 
9. Give yourself a pat on the back 
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DOCUMENTARY QUICK TIP: 
Have water on hand for everyone. A dry palate does not make the best sound. 
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TRANSITIONS 
 
Decide the Type of Transition That Will Work Best for Your Documentary. 

1. Quote 
2. Medley 
3. Host/hostess 
(You can have a combination of all three) 

 
1. List Quotes that could go with your documentary. You can just list the first few 
words and keep a separate page of the entire quotes right behind this. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Quote Check List: 

Does this quote: 
• Stand out? 
• Is it unique or has everyone heard it before? 
• Does it contain a thought provoking idea? 
• Does it make you laugh? Make sure it still pertains to your scene. 
• Does it go well with your next scene? 

  
DOC NOTE: Be sure to attribute the quote to the correct person 
 
List possible footage, photos, or background to go with the quotes. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. Medleys 
Will a medley work in your documentary? Medleys take a little more time to edit but 
have a nice impact and provide a bit of freshness to your film. 
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There are two things you will need for your medleys. 
1. Footage or photos (You can also use a series of quotes to footage) 
2. Music 
 

If you decide you want to do a medley do the following. I usually start with the music 
first. 

• Start with a song you like ____________________________________ 
• Can you get rights? 
• If not choose another song __________________________________ 
• Get rights 

 
Footage for Your Medleys 
Find images to go with the song, either photos or footage. You can also buy stock 
photos or royalty free images. It’s cheaper to use your own if they are good enough. 
 
Next try piecing together a rough cut of the medley by placing the footage or photos that 
seem to go with the music. This is rough. Just get the shots in place.  If you want to 
choose between several shots, put them both in and use shorter lengths of the shots. I 
then go back and look at these areas, trying a full version of each shot and making a 
decision which one I like best.  
 
You will go through the process of looking at the order of your shots several times. 
When you are satisfied with the final medley, move on.  
 
3. Use a Host for Your Segways 

• Decide if you want a host/hostess. Narrators aren’t on camera. Hosts are. 
• List possible sources 
• Choose and contact your top choice. If they say “no,” cross them off and repeat 

step two. 
• Write the script for the opening, closing segments followed by each individual 

segment. Try to match the theme for your opening and closing. i.e “Have you 
always wondered what happened to the actors from Mash?  Here in this 
documentary (Can use your title) we will explore the impact this program had on 
the lives of the stars.” Closing. “It seems as though a hit TV program does 
significantly affect the lives of its stars, not all in positive ways. Although….blah 
blah blah and state some of your profoundest findings.”  

• Book the location and film the segments with your host/ess. Be sure to get 
releases from them.  
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MUSIC WORKBOOK 
 
Step 1 Get the Rights 
 
Decide which music you would like to have on your doc. List your choices below. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Is it royalty free? If yes just buy the licenses. If not, go on to…. 
 
 
Who owns the publishing rights for the music? 
_______________________________________________________________ 
 
Who owns the copyrights for the music? 
 
 
Contact the publisher 
 
 
If you can get the rights from the publisher, now contact the copyright owner 
 
 
If you cannot get both of the above rights for this music, pick another piece of music 
and restart the process. 
 
 
Read and sign the license. I recommend you also have your attorney look it over to 
make sure you get the terms and licenses you need. 
 
 
 
Step 2. Add the Music to Your Production.*  
*The main portion of this is covered in the Make Your Videos Outstanding with Music E-
course 
 
Here’s a very simple explanation of what is in that course: 

1. Decide the type of music you want 
2. Choose the music 
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3. Get the rights   
4. Determine where you want your music to be added 
5. Place the music appropriately in your documentary 
6. Check the sound levels 
7. Give a music credit at the end of your doc. 
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AFTER THE SHOOT 
 
Checklist 

• Send Thank You’s 
• Get Any Needed Additional Releases 
• Pay Any Remaining Bills 
• Send DVDs to all who have helped 
• Create Your Press kit 
• Store Your Films safely 
• Archive Your Film 
• If You Want, Go for Awards 

 
Gratitude 
You’re not finished yet. After the shoot, send Thank you notes. You needed all these 
great people to help make your great documentary. Now is the time to show your 
appreciation for everyone’s contribution. 
 
The Release   
Recheck for any additional releases you may need in editing. If you add a new shot you 
need a release for it. 
 
Pay Remaining Bills 
You may still have bills to pay if you are doing most of this yourself and did not hire a 
Production Manager. Make sure this gets done. 
 
Send Digital Copies or DVDs to Everyone Who Helped 
Include this in your budget up front with a little leeway to accommodate those 
unexpected helpers who will most certainly come along. 
 
Create Your Press Kit 
As soon as you finish your film and even before, start thinking about your press release 
and publicity photos. Hopefully you have taken some great photos during your 
production 
 
Storing your Footage 
Make sure you store your precious footage and completed documentary in a safe dry 
and relatively cool place. The recommended temperature is less than 70 degrees.  In 
addition to heat keep both your films and tapes away from humidity. Try to keep it less 
than 25% humidity. Always label storage containers. 
 
Film 
Keep away from paint supplies and chemicals 
Unlike books, store them flat but not too high 
Put a copy in another location for additional protection 
Storage units are okay if they are climate controlled. Most are not. 
Don’t store your film in plastic bags or containers. 
Keep away from direct sunlight and dust 
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Camera Cards or Tape 
As above keep away from sun, dust, heat and humidity 
Keep away from electronics like computers and TVs 
Try to keep in a northern or eastern exposure. 
 
To Store Your Finished Documentary 
The three key things you need to know. 

3. Keep them cool 
4. Keep the dry 
5. Keep them safe 

 
Archive Your Documentary 
There are places you can submit your finished film to in addition to the copyright office 
for archival purposes. Here is one. 
To donate your film to be archived contact: 
http://www.archive.org/contribute.php 
 
Go For Awards 
If this step fits in with your strategy, submit your film to festivals for possible awards and 
distribution. An award can help with the credibility and success of your film and also 
help you get better known in the business. 
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Series Potential 
 

Now is the time with your project completed to rethink the issue of a series. 
 
Perhaps something was discovered or unfolded during the making of your documentary 
that would now lead easily into a series. Even if you didn’t obtain a sponsorship for this 
documentary, having a finished documentary under your belt with a brilliant idea for a 
series to go along with it could unlock the door to the sponsorship and funding 
kingdoms. 
 
Think this through. If you see the potential here, you have the experience, the 
connections and the ideas to push open that door. Now that you have this documentary 
experience under your belt, do you want to do another? 
 
Possible Follow-up and Series Documentaries 
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HOW TO DO A MOVIE FOR THE WEB 
 
Whether you put a short movie on your own websites or on sites like Youtube or 
vimeo.com, knowing how to make a quick, inspiring or informative little piece that help 
promote your work, even if your documentary is not ready yet. 
 
Using little clips can help promote my book, my speaking, or just inspire people and 
spread some good feelings around. 
 
Most of these little movies I have created using royalty free photos although I have 
started loading my films too and now I am using parts of them. 
 
These little pieces don’t take very long to do. They are fun and you can be very creative. 
I want to give you some ideas to get your creative web movie juices flowing. Here is the 
process I use to create these little webvies. (web movies). 
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Step by Step Hero Movie 
 

1. Write your idea and goal 
Be clear up front on your intent. Just write a sentence or two of why you are 
making this.  In this Hero Movie my intent was “To inspire people to look for the 
hero within all of us and not wait for a crisis to bring it out.” In the Father’s Day 
Movie Card it was “To thank all fathers for the gift of life.” 

 
2. Write the script 

Write the words you will use in your webvie. It may be something you have 
already written. Perhaps it is from a poem you already have written or something 
someone else has written. Just make sure if you use someone else’s work you 
get the rights and permission to use it.  

 
3. Find photos or videos to use in your project   

Either use your own photos, buy photos from a royalty free source, or use 
portions of any footage you may have previously shot. Label them and make a 
list similar to this one to show what images go with what words 

 
4. Put the edits together 

I do photos first.  
Next I add the “words” or script using a text or character generator.  
I add the music and sound last. 
If you do it in this order you don’t spend as much time moving around the words 
to fit with the images. If you are cutting specifically to the music, lay down the 
music tracks first. Then add photos. Add words last. 

 
5. Music   

You can reverse this and do music first. This allows you to cut to the beat if you 
wish. 

 
6. Polish the edits 

Change or move the elements in # 2 and 3, and 4 to get the emotional messages 
you want to deliver. If you find that the words don’t seem to go as well as you 
thought, change them. Tighten any sections that seem to drag so the flow is 
good. 

 
7. Finalize 

Add your credits, your copyright and production name. 
 

8. Export  
Make this webvie into the form you want, including a Quicktime or .mov file. 

 
9. Upload your project 

If you want to share this little webvie on Youtube.com, Facebook or other web 
sharing services, upload it. It now has the potential to go viral. 
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NOTE: You can view my early Hero Movie at 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=llXYUxPkm2U
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A Christmas Movie 
This was my script for Webvie shown at 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SLYiXbhjHeM 
 

1. A White Wing Entertainment Production 
2. This Christmas instead of just trimming the tree 
3. Decorate your heart 
4. Adorn it with love 
5. Hope 
6. Give the gifts of time 
7. Memories  
8. That can’t be bought  
9. Or ever lost 
10. We can get so tangled up  
11. In Christmas preparations 
12. That we no longer see 
13. The meaning behind them 
14. This year 
15. Give a box of love 
16. Cook up some joy 
17. Bring out a bowl of thanks 
18. Spice up your spirit 
19. Sparkle up your smile 
20. Light up your beautiful eyes 
21. Serve up some good cheer 
22. Send a holiday kiss and hug 
23. To the great human heart 
24. Carry the precious Christmas spirit 
25. To all those you touch 
26. It costs nothing 
27. And it last forever 
28. And we don’t have to take any of it down 
29. May your spirit be trimmed 
30. With the true Christmas hero 
31. Merry Christmas from White Wing! 
32. (my website) www.spiritualarena.com 
33. A White Wing Entertainment Production 
34. Music “It’s Already Christmas” Copyright 2004 Terri Marie 
35. A special thanks to Heidi, Paul and family, Lynn and Butch 
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Photos and Sounds Used (A Christmas Movie) 
 

1. Stars under opening plus children’s voices opening presents 
2. Outdoor lights dissolve to red bulbs 
3. Man in snow smiling dissolve to  
4. Christmas tree and star 
5. Northern Lights 
6. Mom and daughter baking cookies 
7. Couple laughing  
8. Father holding child with Christmas decoration 
9. Little girl trimming tree 
10. Man tangled in lights 
11. Cats with reindeer hats 
12. Girl behind tree 
13. Snow Angel 
14. White covered branches 
15. Girl holding present 
16. Cookies and milk 
17. Woman with tray of cookies 
18. Box of gingerbread 
19. Girl smiling 
20. Man smiling in hat 
21. Couple outside with mugs 
22.  Christmas heart decoration (dissolve to) woman blowing snow 
23.  Girl looking up at snow 
24. Woman in winter white smiling at cup 
25. Fingers touch stars 
26. Girl and mom with cookies 
27. Christmas start decoration 
28. Man making snow angel 
29. Woman holding candle 
30. outdoor frost 
31. Santa type 
32. Girl in wreath 
33. Stars under remaining words 
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A Father’s Day Movie 

Script for Webvie 
View at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cYDzY70Iu1A 

 
36. A Father’s Day Movie  (I cap first letter) 
37. For Dad 
38. With love 
39. How can I ever thank you 
40. For bringing me into this journey called life 
41. You were there 
42. At the very start of me 
43. Half of the team  
44. That gave me my wonderful body 
45.  How can I ever thank you 
46. For being you 
47. For all the times 
48.  You held me 
49. Shared the world with me 
50. And taught me 
51. You were always there behind me 
52. How can I thank you dad? 
53. For all the times 
54. We played 
55. Or prayed 
56. Those memories have stayed 
57. You are a mirror 
58. Of my heavenly father 
59. You’ve shown me 
60. That strength is 
61. Being sensitive 
62. Thank you so much 
63. For my life 
64. No matter what my age 
65. I’m still your little princess 
66. Or your adventuresome prince 
67. I can never thank you enough  
68. For the gift 
69. But I can ask God to bless you 
70. And I am sure God will be delighted to 
71. I love you dad 
72. For Father’s everywhere 
73. Thank you 
74. Happy Father’s Day 
75. A White Wing Entertainment Production 
76. All Music copyright 2008 Terri Marie 
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Photos and Sounds (Father’s Day Movie) 
 
34. Father and son walking 
35. Close up man 
36. Son on Father’s shoulder 
37. Father holds up son 
38. Daughter and dad on boat 
39. Baby’s hand to dad’s 
40. Father holds baby 
41. Couple holds child between them 
42. Teen jumps 
43.  Boy and dad on path 
44. Dad’s hand on runner’s shoulder 
45. Dad hold baby 
46. Dad hugs daughter 
47. Dad girl binos 
48. Dad holds child to tree 
49. Dad and son in field 
50. Boy looks up at dad 
51. Dad and son on bench 
52. Dad twirls son 
53. Dad comforts sick boy 
54. Dad face dissolve into image of little boy on beach 
55. Dad kisses daughter 
56. Dad holds arms out in water to child 
57. Boy reads to dad 
58. Daughter and dad at graduation 
59. Dad arm around daughter 
60. Girl hugs dad 
61. Dad and child at gold beach 
62. Woman looks at dad 
63. Girl with hat 
64. Boy looks off pier 
65. Daughter holds dad’s face 
66. Dad swings child 
67. Girl on swing 
68. Man looks out over vista 
69. Girl on dad’s shoulders 
70. Little boots dissolve to  
71. Big boots 
72. Family with dad walking 
73. Stars to end 
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HOW TO DO A 
 “LIFE STORY” 

 
First, follow the general guidelines in the Documentary 101 Film Course book.  
 
List the person you will be doing documentary on ________________________ 
 
Do your research on this person BEFORE you do the interview. 
 
READ:  

• Their books 
• Books about them.  
• Articles and websites about them.  
• Get access to photos and footage about their life. It may spark another 

interesting question or story. 
 
STEPS  

• Decide the person you want to do the story on 
• Make sure you have access to this person if they are living and they agree to be 

part of your production 
• Do your research on the person 
• Build your question list 
• Determine the best location for the interview 
• Choose a theme for the project and create the outline  
• If you are getting funding, do a treatment for your production. This is covered in 

the main Trade Secrets book. 
• Make arrangements for shooting and scheduling this interview 
• Shoot the interview 
• Shoot additional interviews with other people that relate to this person. Ask them 

questions not just about the person but the theme of their life that you have 
chosen to focus on 

• Edit the interview and add photos 
• Creating a stunning opening and closing for the project 
• Choose music to go with the theme 
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How To Do a Trailer For Your Film 
 
 

If you do make a substantial film you will want to do a trailer. This is a short 2-3 minutes 
piece that you can send to prospective buyers. Put on your website as a teaser, send to 
film festivals and more. 
 
One of the great things you can do to promote your business is do a trailer. This will 
look like a movie preview. I’m going to teach you a very short but effective version  
 
Whether you are making a film, documentary, doing a book Promotion or even making a 
video to sell a home, creating a short trailer to highlight your work  will get you more 
exposure, interest and ultimately sales. 
 
Your trailer is going to be your video billboard. So Make it eye worthy and heart worthy 
and your trailer will cause people to sit up and listen and ultimately buy, sign up or view 
your entire film or offering. 
 
So how do you do this? How do you make a great trailer? 
I have 3 simple steps that everyone can follow to create a kick butt short movie looking 
trailer. 
 

1. Pick a theme that goes with your product, service or film. 
If you have a film on motorcyclists, a trailer needs to convey your angle and 
quickly get an impactful message across about the entire film. In other words, 
once you get the tone right, the other steps fall into place much easier. A film on 
a farm vacation will have an entirely different feel than a book where  you have 
done research on mind control. But they each have a theme that stands out and 
is consistent.  
 

2. Think of the most impactful image, music or words that can convey the 
tone you want or the theme you are looking for.  
For a film we did on sexual slavery, we began with a shocking quote. The 
statistic got immediate attention because few people realize what we just told the 
viewer and they weren’t expecting it. . It gave the viewers new information and 
hopefully caused enough curiosity in them to find out how we were going to 
follow up and develop that shocking idea. 

 
3. Drive everything in your 1-2 minute trailer to that end, including the actual 

ending itself. Know the result that you want before you even start. Do you want 
your viewer to view your entire film? Do you want them to buy your product or 
service? Or do you want them to take a particular action. For examples go to: 
documentary101.com and you can see samples of our trailers. Such as  
 
A Human trafficking trailer called Twilight: The Sandya Story  
A music video documentary of James Maslow’s song Cry. 
The American Entrepreneur 
A Book trailer Eldon called Believe by Dr Eldon Taylor 
And a corporate videos that turned out really nice describing  a big new idea 
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Also make sure you give a phone number, website or text address where people  can 
go to take the action you want and be able to get in touch with you. 
 
When you’re done.   
P.S. Always ask a few people what they can suggest to improve your trailer. If they are 
smart, intelligent and helpful you should get some good suggestions. Be sure to only 
take advice from people you trust and who have a proven track record in your area of 
expertise. 
 
I’ve found that if you hear the same advice from more than one source it’s usually spot 
on. Everyone has different opinions and sometimes even a highly qualified expert may 
have an aversion to your topic, one of your images or even your music. That’s where 
you have to trust your gut. But again, if you hear something more than once, trust them 
and not your ego and go ahead make the suggested changes to your trailer. Your trailer 
will be the better for it because they are probably not the only ones who will object to 
that specific item. 
 
To wrap up, here’s what you will have accomplished. 

When you create an outstanding trailer, you will have more eyeballs and hearts 
engaged and they will be much more likely to watch all the way through. And 
they’ll also be much more likely to take an action that will benefit you and your 
product. 

 
So go ahead and make yourself a beautiful little trailer that will go out and do some 
good work for you 24/7.  
 
I am including a link to a trailer on The American Entrepreneur. We actually did several 
versions because sometimes you will have a version geared to one group and another 
made for a different group. In the case of he American Entrepreneur, we made trailers 
for the general public, for entrepreneurs themselves and for business and education 
groups.  
 
Here is a SAMPLE of that trailer: https://youtu.be/faZDL-haUDo-  
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SCREENING YOUR FILM 
 

There’s a lot involved in a successful screening of your documentary. In fact, you might 
want to be thinking of your screening as you are working on your documentary. As any 
ideas about it or the location come to you, write them below in your Trade Secrets: 
Documentary 101 Film Course Playbook under number 1. Planning. 
 
Here are the Steps Involved 

1. Plan your screening 
2. Decide the location and venue 
3. Pick the date and schedule 
4. Arrange for guest speakers and an MC 
5. Decide if you need refreshments 
6. Get volunteers 
7. Get equipment 
8. Publicity: Promote your film 
9. Contact the media 
10. Do a website for your film  
11. Fill seats 
12. Show and host your documentary your film 
13. Follow up and thank all involved 

 
1. Start Planning  
For this step, get out the pencil and paper and thinking cap. Make a note to yourself of 
what a perfect screening would be like for you and your film. Let yourself write this 
exactly as you would want it to play out. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
Additional Ideas 
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2. Choose the Location of Your Screening 
Select your A-list of locations. Just skip over the ones you are not interested in, can’t 
find, or do not think will be appropriate for your film. 
 
Theaters to contact 
  
 
 
 
City Community Centers 
 
 
 
 
Churches 
 
 
 
 
 
Libraries 
 
 
 
 
Colleges and Universities 
 
 
 
 
High Schools 
 
 
 
 
Your Home(s) 
 
 
 
Apartments complexes,  and Senior Living Associations 
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Service Clubs like Rotary and Kiwanis 
 
 
 
 
 
Others 
 
 
 
Venue Checklist       Yes         No 

• Does the location have adequate sound?  _____     _____ 
• Does the location provide a good screen?   _____     _____ 

If not, you will have to rent or borrow one 
• Is there convenient parking?    _____     _____ 
• Is there any public transportation?    _____     _____ 
• Is there wheel chair access?    _____     _____ 
• Are there microphones available?    _____     _____ 

If not you need to bring or rent them 
• Is the screen the major focus in the room   _____     _____ 
• Are there other distractions that could get in the way of your film being the main 

attraction?       _____     _____ 
• How many seats does this location have? ________ 
• How much time in advance of your  

screening will you have access to the room and facility? __________ 
 
3. Pick the Date and Schedule 
 
Check local calendar sections of your community papers or magazines for conflicting 
events. Note those dates. 
 
 
Dates not to choose 
Start by blocking out any dates closer than 8 weeks for your first screening. If it’s March 
1st don’t consider anything earlier than about May 1st or the last week of April. 
 
 
 
 
 
Possible dates for your screening 
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Dates Guest Speakers and MC can make (see below) 
 
 
 
 
 
4. Arrange for Guest Speakers and an MC 
Choose an A-list of your first choices for any speakers, panels or MC. 
Write them here. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Contact these people 
List those who say yes. Be sure to follow up and give them updates and all the 
information they need to be a successful speaker or MC at your screening. 
 
 
 
 
 
You may even have a panel of people who have an interest in the topic your 
documentary addresses. You could have a panel of geologists for a documentary on 
earthquake preparedness. You could have a panel of key members of the cast and 
crew. Your MC could ask them questions about the film. 

 
• Prepare discussion questions below if you need them. The number of discussion 

questions depends on the size of your audience, the time you have allotted for 
those questions, and the MC’s ability to wrap up any long-winded discussions. 
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DOCUMENTARY QUICK TIP: 
Be sure to confirm guest speakers 
 
 
5. Decide if You Need Refreshments 

       Yes   No 
• Are you going to serve food or snacks? ______          ________ 

(You will have to have a pretty good estimate of your audience size so you 
do not over spend nor run out of refreshments.) 

 
• Determine if your refreshments will be free or if you will be charging your 

audience for drinks, snacks etc. ______        ________ 
 
Here are a few ideas to help defray costs.       
Contact local sponsors, restaurants, grocery stores, coffees shops to donate food. List 
below 
Contact Caterers who may be willing to provide food and service. List below.  
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
6. Line up Volunteers 
 
Choose a Volunteer Coordinator. This person may be able to handle all the rest of the 
volunteer decisions but even so, make sure everyone is communicating what is going 
on so that all your bases are covered. 
 
Write out a list of those people you know who might be willing to help with your 
screening. Be sure to ask them if they have a friend or two who would also be able to 
help. 
 
You can check at schools, colleges, and organizations in your town as well as anyone 
associated with your local film festival, for they have already shown an interest in film. 
Also check with any organizations that might benefit from the information contained in 
your documentary. 
 
List possible volunteers 
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Volunteer Decision Checklist 
 Who will greet your audience? 
 Who will set up? 
 Who will clean up? 
 Who will greet the press? Choose a sharp person here. Assign people to  

cover media the day of event 
 Who will pass out info? 

Assign someone to be responsible for the guest book and sign up info 
Get someone to bring release forms if you are filming any audience members 

 
Make sure there is a Master Volunteer book with all the responsibilities clearly laid out.  
 
7. Arrange for Equipment if Needed 
If you need to rent any equipment, chairs, microphones or tables, be sure to do this in 
plenty of time. You don’t want to set everything up and find out you cannot find a 
projector for your documentary. 
 
List any equipment you will need to rent or buy 
 
 
 
 
8. Publicity: Promote Your Film 
 

1. Write your press release.  
2. Decide if you are doing a movie poster. Get it designed and printed. 
3. Design and print flyers, postcards or whatever print materials you will  
    have at the screening or mailed out or posted before. 
4. Call local radio and TV stations. Make sure you have a good angle for a  
    story related to your documentary. 
5. Hold a contest. If you do this in conjunction with a sponsor you may  
    triple your publicity mileage. 
6. Send out invitations. 

 
9. Contact the Media 
List the media you will contact: Keep good records of who you talked to and when you 
called. Be sure to keep telephone numbers and emails in a file in your Trade Secrets 
Main Course book 
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10. Do a Website for Your Film  

a. Hopefully you have bought a good domain name for your film’s website as 
soon as you knew the title of your documentary. If not… buy it now. 

b. Give great information and facts about your film 
c. Tell the benefits of your film 
d. Have a page for cast and crew 
e. Have a producer’s or director’s page 
f. Put in testimonials 
g. Have a sign-up form for updates on your documentary  
h. Refer to the 33 great ideas listed in the main Guidebook 

 
11. Fill Seats 
Get all your friends, cast, crew and anyone you can think of to attend. Give free tickets if 
you need to. Contact local groups and organizations and give discounts to their 
members. Give tickets at a church raffle. Are there any special people you want to invite 
from the community, like the mayor or local celebrities? Call them. Get the seats filled. 
List groups you can sell or donate tickets to: 
 
 
 
 

 
 

12. Show and Host Your Documentary  
Put on your best face. Put your best foot forward. Then relax and let your documentary 
do its job. 
 
THE DAY OF YOUR DOCUMENTARY SCREENING CHECKLIST 

 
• Arrive early. Get there at least at least an hour and a half in advance, earlier if 

you are doing all the equipment tests. (This also depends on where you have 
your screening booked and how early you can get access to the room. Make 
sure you ask this question about your location.) 

• Test all equipment, sound, and lighting  
• Check the flow of guests and the workability of the table set-up 
• Have a table set up for guest book sign-ins, sales, and info on your film 
• Make sure someone can be at the sign-in table to help with guest books 
• Make sure your Volunteer Coordinator is there with checklists for each volunteer 
• Have something to make the screening memorable. For example, have a giant 

dog that will get media attention. Relate it to your film topic if possible 
• Make sure the DVD or screening version of your film works properly. Have at 

least one backup copy of your film 
• Make sure your flyers, posters, info, and guest book are brought 
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• Make sure someone is assigned to bring the film or have it sent the location of 
the screening before the event 

• Prepare to film your audience 
• Bring release forms to fill out 
• Have sign-in forms on your table for your film’s email list or any drawings you 

may have.  
• Give away a DVD of your film in exchange for business cards 
• Bring pencils or pens 
• Get releases from anyone you film or who gives a written or spoken testimonial 
• Have someone assigned to cover and host the media. Treat the media like 

royalty. Treat the audience like royalty. In fact, treat everyone like royalty the day 
of your event. I remember one time I went to attend an open house for a top 
animation school whose graduates were hired by the likes of Disney Animation. 
When I got there, they assigned a wonderful student host to guide me through 
the entire exhibit of the student’s work, answer any questions I had and provide 
me with valuable information. I LOVED this treatment and never forgot the 
School’s Director of this wonderful program. Later, I hired one of the animators 
for a small project I produced. 

• If you are using a computer to show your film, bring extra speakers for your 
computer just in case. 

• If you are having nametags, make sure someone gets them, prints them, brings 
them and assigns them. 

• Start on time 
 
13. Follow-Up and Thank All Involved 

• Be sure to return anything borrowed or rented.  
• Put things back.  
• Send out great big thank you’s to everyone who helped you screen or 

make the film.  
• Update your website with the success of your screening and any new 

testimonials.  
• Send out an email describing the screening and what “so and so” said 

about it. Keep your documentary on the loop and start thinking about the 
next screening. 
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Submitting to Film Festivals 
 
 

Being organized and knowing how much you want to spend is the key to successful film 
submissions. There is no guarantee your film will get in a particular festival but 
submitting to many of them with an organized plan should put your film in at least a few 
of them. From there it can build momentum. 
 

1. Determine Your Festival Budget 
2. Research the Film Festivals You Want to Submit to 
3. Prioritize These Festivals 
4. Do a Press Kit 
5. Send to as Many on Your List as You Have Money for 

 
1.  Determine Your Festival Budget 
 
How much money will you have to spend on this?  
 
List that amount here _________________________________ 
 
You may be able to get more money as you go along but start with a figure you can 
handle. 
 
 
2.  Research the Film Festivals You Want to Submit to 
Get on the internet or the phone and make a list. Search by “Documentary (your topic) 
Film Festivals” And then decide if you want to submit to the major ones as well. 
 
Make a list of those festivals 
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Add more if you wish. 
 
3. Prioritize These Festivals 
Take the above list and one by one, list your first choice, second etc. Be honest. If you 
want Sundance even though you think it might be out of the ballpark, put it number one. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
4. Do a Press Kit 
Make sure you have duplicates of your press kit ready to go. You will find how to do a 
press kit in the main Film Festival Section of Trade Secrets 
 
5. Send to as Many on Festivals on Your List as You Have Money for 
As you research each festival, list the submission costs for each festival. This will vary. 
Be sure to include postage, and self-return postage you may be able to send, and the 
cost of each press kit. Start with your first choice submission and go down the list as far 
as you can get to. You may be able to get additional funds. As you get accepted you 
may also be able to request sponsorship from companies etc. which will enable you to 
submit to more festivals. 
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Distribution Channels for Your Doc 
 
Distribution of your documentary will go hand in hand with funding. Some of the same 
channels and resources you used for finding your funding sources will be the same 
sources you will go to when you finish your documentary and want to distribute your 
film. 
 
For instance, any major networks and channels such as PBS can also provide 
distribution through their own or related channels. 
 
Here are some of the main distribution channels you can go to when you are ready to 
market your documentary. Many more are being added with the huge jump in 
networking and social media groups on the net. USA distribution is down but the 
worldwide market is big and growing so if your documentary has international appeal 
you will probably do very well. 
 
 

• Networks: International networks are more likely to Broadcast and market 
documentaries.  Networks in the USA are ABC, CBS, and NBC. In England it is 
the BBC. The USA, UK, Germany and France are top markets. You will usually 
need an upfront deal with them but as a first time producer/director, having a 
completed documentary to show them will work in your favor. 

• Cable: Discovery, PBS, National Geographic Channel, Travel Channel, Bravo, 
HBO, and Cinemax. Look for cable station in your. If you have a documentary on 
the history of plaster, contact HGTV.  

• Internet: The number of sources to list, market, and distribute your documentary 
is growing daily. Youtube is by far the biggest. 

• Film Festivals: Buyers, sellers and distributors attend these events 
• Theaters 
• Public Access 
• Trade shows 
• Schools and Universities 
• Events or conferences with industry panelists 
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RESOURCES 

 
 
Networks 
 
www.abc-go.com 
www.cbs.com 
www.nbc.com 
 
Cable 
 
dsc.discovery.com 
pbs.org 
bravotv.com 
travelchannel.com 
channel.nationalgeographic.com (in Asia it’s much easier - ngcasia.com) 
hbo.com 
 
The Internet 
 
www.Youtube.com 
 
www.Vimeo.com 
 
The Center for Social Media 
www.centerforsocialmedia.org/res_distribution    
This site includes an excellent list of best film festivals 
 
www.newday.com    
This is a cooperative you join for distribution 
 
www.mediavisioncorp.com/distribution/documentaries.html  
There is submission instructions for your documentary on this page 
888-746-3342 
 
www.theindiefest.com 
Helps independent films secure distribution 
 

Also check www.dmoz.org.  
The lists they post will be updated far more than you could ever research yourself. 
http://www.dmoz.org/Business/Arts_and_Entertainment/Media_Production/Distribution_
Services/ 
 
www.thinkfilm.com  
This is a private production and distribution company 
 
IODA  (The Independent Online Distribution Alliance) 
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www.iodalliance.com 
A Vegas company that is the largest distributor global leader for independent music 
(over one million tracks) and also independent film (over 2000 films). While it is mostly 
for music, check it out. 
 
www.docurama.com   
Wholesale Sales, Acquisitions and Marketing: (212) 206-8600 
 
www.solidentertainment.com   
They will help you with categories, submission and foreign rights. 
 
This site has a section on how to use social media sites to promote your film. 
http://www.workingfilms.org/article.php?id=149 
 
Examples of documentaries that use the web to market: 
www.diamondroad.tv.com. 
This documentary series is all about the diamond and its intrigue throughout history. It is 
told through the eyes or several main “characters.” What makes this site especially 
intriguing it its use of tagging, personal recommendations and collaborative filtering. It is 
called “a doc you direct.” 
 
www.sacredbalance.com 
This is a 4 part hour long series starring David Suzuki (The Karate Kid) which is a blend 
of environmental and science programming. It received recognition because it took 
these areas in a new direction and blended them together, in what is called Polemic – 
elements of science and spiritual. There are examples of webcasts where David Suzuki 
answers viewers questions. This project is also perfect for educational use and was 
marketed to teachers. 
 
Film Festivals 
(See the Film Festival section) 
 
IDFA  The International Documentary Festival in Amsterdam 
www.idfa.org 
This is the largest documentary festival in the world. Over 250 films are screened. They 
have their own channel on Youtube.  
 
HOTDOCS  
In Toronto, Ontario, Canada is the largest North American Documentary festival.  
www.hotdocs.ca 
 
Schools and Universities 
Contact the types of schools your documentary might appeal to. Is it about a legal 
subject? Contact Law schools. If you have a very broad topic it might appeal to a grade 
school, high school or college audience. This is a very lucrative market. Consider also 
schools in foreign countries if your documentary has universal appeal. 
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Events and Trade Shows 
There are some main markets to go to if you are really serious about getting your 
project funded or sold. If your doc has world-wide appeal try: 
 
MIP-TV and MIPCOM and MIPDOC 
This group is a largest global audio and visual content trade show. This huge broadcast 
and media event is held yearly at Cannes and holds the only Emmy awards outside the 
USA. This show is for co-producing, financing and distribution deals relating to 
entertainment content. 
 
NAPTE  National Association of Television Program Executives. 
This is a forum of station executives to improve the quality of digital content and 
distribution. It is a non-profit organization. You can join for a few hundred dollars. 
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FORMS  
 

Here are some of the forms I have used. You may want to check with your attorney 
to see if these forms are right for your project. And be sure to use your own 
company name- not mine! 

 
1. Confidentiality Agreement 
2. License agreement 
3. Copyright wording for your film 
4. Letter of agreement 
5. Location Release 
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CONFIDENTIALITY AND NONDISCLOSURE AGREEMENT 
 
WHEREAS, White Wing Entertainment agrees to furnish _____________ certain confidential 
information relating to ideas, inventions or products for the purposes of determining an interest 
in developing, manufacturing, selling and/or joint venturing: 
 
WHEREAS, _______________ agrees to review, examine, inspect or obtain such confidential 
information only for the purposes described above and to otherwise hold such information 
confidential pursuant to the terms of this Agreement. 
 
BE IT KNOWN, that White Wing Entertainment has or shall furnish to ______________ certain 
confidential information and may further allow ___________________ the right to discuss or 
interview representatives of White Wing Entertainment on the following conditions: 
 
1. __________________agrees to hold confidential or proprietary information or trade secrets 

(“confidential information”) in trust and confidence and agrees that it shall be only used for 
the contemplated purposes, shall not be used for any other purpose, or disclosed to any third 
party. 

2. No copies will be made or retained of any written information or prototypes supplied without 
the permission of White Wing Entertainment 

3. At the conclusions of any discussions or upon demand by White Wing Entertainment, all 
confidential information including prototypes, written notes, photographs, sketches, models. 
Memoranda or notes taken shall be returned to White Wing Entertainment 

4. Confidential information shall not be declassed to any employee, consultant or third party 
unless they agree to execute and be bound by the terms of this Agreement and have been 
approved by White Wing Entertainment. 

5. This Agreement and its validity, construction and effect shall be governed by the laws of the 
State of California and is valid for one year. 

6. During the stated period of this Agreement________________ will make all reasonable 
efforts to protect the information disclosed, or exchanged relative to the subject matter 
specified below. 

 
LICENSE: ______________ does not receive a license to make, use, or sell the information 
disclosed above. Such License, if provided, will be the subject of a separate Agreement, which 
may note this Agreement by reference. 
 
IN CONSIDERATION of the good will exhibited between the following parties they are in 
Agreement to the foregoing terms. 
 
DISCLOSING PARTY      RECEIVING PARTY 
 
__________________________________Signature _______________________________ 
 
__________________________________Print Name______________________________ 
 
____________________________________Date__________________________________ 
 
________________________________Representing________________________________ 
 
_________________________________Address___________________________________ 
 
________________________________City/State/Zip/Country_________________________ 
 
______________________________Phone/Fax____________________________________ 
 
This agreement should be signed in duplicate with each party retaining an original document. 
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WHITE WING VISIONS 
 

LICENSE  AGREEMENT 
For 

THE LEGENDARY SKIER 
FOR COVER PHOTO  RIGHTS 

 
 
    This agreement between White Wing Visions and [NAME] gives White Wing Visions and its 
assigns the right to manufacture, sell and distribute home videos of The Legendary Skier: The 
Stein Eriksen Story, containing a photo taken of Stein Eriksen by [NAME].  [NAME] certifies 
that he is the sole owner of said photograph.  
 
White Wing Visions will pay [NAME] a lump sum rate of $100 for the first thousand units for 
the duplication rights for the video cover and any advertising associated with said cover,  and a 
sum of $125 per each additional thousand units sold up to a maximum of 5000 units. White 
Wing Visions has the right to sell the above video worldwide. 
 
 
This Agreement constitutes the entire Agreement between White Wing Visions and [NAME] and 
cannot be modified except by a written instrument signed by each party. 
 
THE PARTIES HERETO WARRANT that they have read and agreed to all the terms set forth 
herein. 
 
 
            Signed this ________ day of ___________________, 20 ___, at 
 
_________________________________________, _________________ 
              (City)                                                                 (State) 
 
 
__________________________________               __________________________ 
      White Wing Visions                                                     Terri Marie, OWNER 
 
      
 
__________________________________              ______________________________ 
                             [NAME], OWNER 
  
                                                                                 _____________________________ 
        DATED  
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[USE THIS OR A SIMILAR VERSION ON YOUR FILM TO PROTECT YOUR RIGHTS 
FROM BOOTLEGGERS] 
 
 
 
The Legendary Skier:  
The Stein Eriksen Story 
APPROX. 40 minutes color 
 
© 2001 White Wing Visions ALL RIGHTS RESERVED 
 
F.B.I. Warning: Federal law provides severe civil and criminal penalties for unauthorized 
reproduction, distribution, or exhibition of copyrighted videotapes. Criminal copyright 
infringement is investigated by the FBI and may constitute a felony with a maximum penalty of 
up to five years in prison and/or a $250,000 fine. 
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LETTER OF AGREEMENT 
 

 
This agreement made this XXth day of February, 20XX, by and between [NAME] 
(“Writer/Owner”), and [NAME] (“Representative”). 

 
 
WHEREAS,	Writer/Owner	(NAME)	has	written	a	script	(“Submission”)	and	hereby	grants	
permission	to	Representative	(NAME)	to	receive	and	submit	said	script,	entitled	“TITLE,”	to	
individuals	and	or	entities	interested	in	further	development	of	said	Submission	into	a	
theatrical,	television	or	cable	production.		Prior	to	Submissions,	Representative	shall	notify	
Writer/Owner	of	such	Submissions,	either	verbally	or	in	writing,	and	shall	divulge	or	list	
specific	contacts,	individuals	and	or	entities	receiving	such	Submissions.		It	is	understood	that	
this	is	a	non-exclusive	agreement,	and	may	be	revoked	by	the	Writer/Owner	at	any	time	
provided	that	he	notifies	the	Representative	in	a	timely	manner.			
 
Representative acknowledges that he was introduced to the Submission by Terri Marie (an 
Arizona-based producer), who was previously introduced to the Submission by [NAME] (a Los 
Angeles-based associate of Writer/Owner), both of whom are also acting as “Representatives” 
for the Submission per an earlier Letter of Agreement with Writer/Owner. 
 
Writer/Owner shall retain full ownership of the Submission, and nothing in this agreement shall 
be deemed a sale or offer for sale of the Submission, and nothing contained herein shall in any 
way obligate Writer/Owner to grant to Representative a license or any other rights, directly or by 
implication to the Submission. 
 
This agreement shall be governed by the laws of the state of Arizona. 
 
IN WITNESS WHEREOF, the parties have executed this agreement as of the day and year first 
above written. 
 
WRITER/OWNER                                         REPRESENTATIVE 
  
__________________Date________            _________________________Date_______ 
[NAME]                                                  [NAME] 
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LOCATION RELEASE  

 
Permission is hereby granted to _________________ ("Producer") and its employees, agents, 
independent contractors and suppliers to enter in the property located  
at_______________________________________________ (the "property") for the purpose of 
photographing and recording certain scenes for a commercial. For the amount of 
$____________________________ dollars, the sufficiency of which you acknowledge, you agree to the 
statements and conditions stated in this contract concerning your Property.  

Use of Property �Producer may use the inside and outside of the Property located at 
_______________________________________________________________________________ from 
the day of ______________________to the day of ________________________ during the hours of 
_____________to _______________. Producer will use the Property as a location for photographing, 
videotaping and/or making sound recordings. In the event of a delay in schedule due to photographically 
unfavorable conditions, or reasons beyond our control, Producer hold the right to reschedule at the agreed 
fees and terms provided in this agreement.  

Recording of Footage �Producer may photograph, film, videotape and record sound on the Property and use 
the resulting materials in any way Producer chooses.  

Rights to Footage �You give us permanent, worldwide, exclusive right to own all rights to all Producer 
records and photographs. You agree to have no right to inspect or approve recordings.  

Crew and Equipment �Producer may bring into the Property our crews, actors and equipment. Producer 
may construct temporary sets and, after completing photography and recording, will restore the Property 
to its original condition as of the initial date of occupancy by _____________________ unless otherwise 
agreed to by both parties in writing, reasonable wear and tear excepted.  

Assignment �You give us the right to assign all terms stated in this contract. You agree to waive any further 
compensation or demand of any kind forever. Hold Harmless �Producer agrees to hold you harmless from 
any liability and loss which may be caused by our employees or equipment.  

Authority �You understand the terms described in this contract. You are over 18 years of age. You have the 
authority to sign this contract and grant us the rights given under this contract.  

Insurance �Producer represents that they are covered by Public Liability and Property Damage Insurance.  

        
 

Date ______________________________  

By________________________________  

Signature _____________________ Print Name____________________  

Address _______________________ Phone ______________________ S.S. # ___________________  
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COPYRIGHT 
 

The US Government defines this category as: 
 

Motion Pictures are works that contain a series of related images that are intended to be shown 
with a projector, digital display, or other device. When the images are shown in successive order, 
they create an impression of movement that is perceptible to the eye. Examples of motion pictures 
include movies, television shows, video games, animations, and similar types of works. 
 

You can get a copyright for the following works: 

• literary works 
• dramatic works, including accompanying music 
• musical works, including accompanying words 
• pantomimes and choreographic works 
• pictorial, graphic, or sculptural works 
• motion pictures or other audiovisual presentations 
• sound recordings 
• and works of architecture. 

If mailing in send to: 
The Register of Copyrights 
Copyright Office 
Library of Congress 
Washington, D.C. 20559-6000 

You will usually use FORM VA 
TX for non-dramatic texts other than periodicals 

SE for serials—serials include newspapers, magazines, journals, and other similar 
publications 

PA for works of the performing arts such as music, dance, plays, motion pictures, and 
other audiovisual presentations 

VA for works of the visual arts—photographs, graphics, and sculptures, to name 
a few, and for works of architecture 

SR for sound recordings, and 

RE for renewals. 

 

Here is a sample of the form you can find at: 

https://www.copyright.gov/forms/formva.pdf 
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WELL, YOU DID IT! 
 
You have created your first production and I’m so happy for you. Please 
let me know and share with me at info@reelmountainpictures.com. I 
may feature your work! 
 
Again give yourself a big pat on the back. 
 
Always, my best to you, 
 
Terri Marie 


