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Making and watching films with
young people
Watching or making films with young people can
be an enlightening and rewarding experience
for everyone involved. Since high quality
digital equipment is very affordable and most
organisations have personal computers, the
technology of filmmaking is now within the reach
of everyone.
To make a short film all you need is a digital camcorder* (or even a digital stills
camera if you are making animation), a tripod, and basic video editing software like
Moviemaker (PC) or iMovie (AppleMac).
You can of course also invest in an external microphone for the camcorder, an
external hard drive for the PC, and more advanced editing software like Pinnacle,
Adobe Premiere or Final Cut Pro, but these are by no means essential.
You can of course invest in an additional microphone, an external hard drive and
more professional editing software like Adobe Premiere or Final Cut Pro, but these
are not essential.
The truth is that quality of any film is not determined by the budget, but the way the
filmmakers visualise the film, plan the shoot and edit the clips.
This document aims to provide some basic advice about how films work and how
you can use Moving Image Education (MIE) and filmmaking to support and enhance
your organisation’s other aims and activities.
*If you have a camera that uses mini-DV tapes, you will also need an inbuilt FireWire port (or
FireWire expansion card) and FireWire cable for your computer.
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The benefits of MIE
There are many advantages to Moving Image
Education, both as an aid to discussion and as a
focus for creative or documentary activities.
While many young people have read only a few books through school, they have
watched thousands of visual narratives and are therefore walking around with huge
visual libraries in their heads. The problem is that while all schools teach students
how to analyse a written text, few teach students how to carry out a close reading on
a visual narrative. This means that young people only have a partial understanding
of the films that they watch - and the vast libraries that they carry around inside their
heads are not used to their full potential.
The close study of films is fun to do and can have dramatic effects on how young
people think and feel. Some of these benefits include:
▪
▪
▪
▪

Improved literacy (visual and textual)
Better understanding of our media
Improved self-confidence and sense of self-worth
Enhanced discussion skills

▪

Greater appreciation of culture and society

Likewise the making of films can be used to
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

Practically embed project ideas
Improve team-working
Provide a sense of achievement
Document projects and people
Promote self-inclusion
Unlock the visual libraries in our heads

Naturally, some of these benefits can also be provided by other creative activities
such as making music or painting. What makes filmmaking special is that it is a
rich task, with many interrelated stages, that incorporates many of these other
activities. Though it may take longer to produce, the outcome is often considerably
more rewarding to the whole group. Filmmaking also provides a fantastic way of
documenting your group’s activities for future reference.
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How can MIE improve literacy?
Although traditionally defined as the ability to read
and write, 21st Century literacy is now widely
understood to be the ability to locate, evaluate,
use and communicate using a spectrum of media
resources including text, visual, audio and video.
Though great strides have been made over the last few years in terms of introducing
information technology into schools, much less has been done to try and help young
people understand how screen narratives are made and function. We wouldn’t
expect young people to leave school without knowing the basics of punctuation and
grammar and yet our education system does not equip them to properly understand
the TV news, let alone a movie or ‘so-called’ reality TV. Despite the fact that 90%
of the narratives we now consume are visual narratives (film, TV, video games and
websites), most people still have no idea about the basic shots, cuts and editing
sequences that create meaning and play with our emotions.
For these reasons, Moving Image Education (MIE) can often be a truly revelatory
experience for young people as they unpick the techniques of screen narratives and
uncover the meanings within.
This in turn empowers them to have an informed opinion about screen narratives and
to be able to discuss the meaning, morality and politics of what they are watching.
MIE can also help improve traditional word-based literacy, in two key ways:
1. By helping people think and analyse narrative and narrative techniques (e.g.
character based narratives in fiction or rhetorical narratives in documentary),
one can motivate them to take more interest in written narratives
2. By encouraging them to use writing as a communication and planning tool
(for scriptwriting, storyboarding and note taking).
The reason for this is that in the world of MIE and filmmaking young people are
not judged by their ability to write perfectly, but are motivated by their ability to
communicate clearly through words and images. An important distinction!
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Watching films
We’ve all watched thousands of films and
probably tens of thousands of hours of TV, but few
of us have really taken the time to think about how
they are put together and why they move us.
The close reading of stories and poems is common in schools, but the close reading
of screen narratives is not. Unfortunately, this alienates many young people from
education and can leave a dangerous gap in our understanding of culture and
society. As the academic, Umberto Eco puts it:

“A democratic civilization will save itself only if it makes the
language of the image into a stimulus for critical reflection, not an
invitation to hypnosis.”
Learning the basic punctuation and grammar of screen narratives opens up a whole
new world of appreciation and enables young people to understand better what
screen narratives really say and mean.
Watching and talking about films is fun and easy to do - and most importantly there
is no right and wrong to switch young people off.

So how does film work?
Films are multi-sensory puzzles that we unpick as we watch them whether we are
aware of the language or not!
Filmmakers don’t tell a story (except perhaps in old style documentary), instead they
show characters doing things, using sound and sound effects to enhance the visual
experience, and enabling the audience to put the story together in their heads.
To understand how this works (and to make your own screen narratives), you need to
learn to think like a camcorder.
A film is multi-layered narrative composed of a series of ‘shots’ (or ‘clips’) that
combine:
▪
▪
▪
▪

Moving images (action)
Sound
Music
Dialogue

The narrative can be driven by what characters do, and to a lesser extent say, as in a
feature film, or using a narrator as in a documentary or public information film.
Though it is easy to see how a narrator can control and explain the flow of images
in factual films, drama uses the pictures and sounds – and the audience’s natural
curiosity - to pull the viewer through the film.
Though it is easy to see how a narrator can control and explain the flow of images,
drama functions by using the pictures and sounds – and the audience’s natural
curiosity - to pull the viewer through the film.
Each ‘shot’ reveals information about what is going on – but crucially also sets
questions or builds expectations that are answered or partially answered by the next
‘shot’. For instance:
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Watching films (continued)
If we see the back of a man’s head. This immediately makes the audience ask: Who is
he? Or: What does his face look like?
The next shot can either answer that question, e.g. by showing the face of the man,
or it could build more anticipation by revealing more information and setting new
questions. For instance, if the next show showed that the man was holding a loaded gun
underneath his jacket, the suspense would be greatly increased and the audience would
now be desperate to know: Where is he going with that gun in his hand?
The way you choose to link these shots together and reveal information plays with the
audience’s expectations about what may or may not happen next and builds into a
meaningful screen narrative.
The punctuation and grammar of film
▪
▪
▪

Cuts
Shots
Angles

Sound design
Music
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The punctuation and grammar of films
Screen narratives are multi-layered narratives
composed of:
Moving images (action)
Dialogue
Sound effects
Music
These are designed to make you think and - more importantly - feel exactly the way
the writer and other film makers want to make you feel.
Over the last hundred years, certain cinematic conventions have developed to help
the audience understand a film narrative.
The so called ‘continuity system’ of shooting has a number of simple aims
1
2
3
4
5

Establish a sense of place and the characters who occupy that space
Then place the camera and microphone in a place that will intensify the
drama of what people do and say
Choose the right angle
Plan the appropriate camera movements to make the action unfold the
most interesting way possible.
All without drawing the audience’s attention to the presence of the camera
except when the filmmaker wants to for a specific dramatic reason (e.g. a
handheld camera in a news report can make the situation feel more dangerous).

(see the section Shooting Tips for more details)
There are a number of basic ‘shots’, ‘cuts’ and ‘angles’ that everyone should be
aware of to gain a better understanding of how film and TV work.
Please Note: In other books or on other websites you may come across slightly
different names for these basic punctuation points, but the most important thing is to
understand what they do not to argue about the names.
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Cuts
When you shoot a film you always film more footage
than you need. There are several reasons for this:
▪
▪

▪

Sometimes the actors fluff their lines
The camera must always be rolling before you shout ‘ACTION’ and you should
always wait a few seconds after the shot is finished before you ‘CUT’. In fact when
making a documentary you may want the camera to be rolling all the time to make
sure you don’t miss anything!
But most importantly because you need to give yourself choices when it comes to
editing.

So when you put together a rough cut of your film you not only need to trim away the bits
you don’t need (e.g.. any shouts of ’SPEED’, ‘ACTION‘ and ‘CUT‘), but more importantly
you need to choose exactly which pieces of film (which ‘TAKE’) to use.
When we talk about ‘cuts’ we are not just talking about the process of trimming but
creating a logical sequence of shots in the edit timeline.
On a dramatic level these are a number of key types of cut which you should be aware of:
Match cut (or Cutting on Action) – A match cut provides a clear logical reason for cutting
from one shot to the next and for placing shots in a particular order. This is the basic
process of setting questions and revealing answers that creates meaning and pace in a
screen narrative.
For instance, a person looks up. What are they looking at? …A person points. What are
they pointing at? …A person runs. Where are they running to? Or: Who is chasing them?

Q: What is she looking at?
A: A helicopter, Q: Who is the police
helicopter looking for?

The logic of the match cut is so powerful that you often do not need to show what
happens in between the two shots. For instance if an archer fires his bow, one does need
to show the arrow in flight, but simply the arrow hitting the target, or even the audience
reacting to the sound of the arrow hitting the target.
Jump cut – This can mean either a) a jerky, stuttered cut to a new angle e.g. from a
person walking towards us to a close up of the same person’s face to create emotional
impact, or b) a jump forward in time within a scene or sequence to cut out unnecessary
footage (shoe leather as it is sometimes called) or shots, e.g. a confident businessman
walks into an office an office and shakes the other businessman‘s hand, then jump cut
to half way through their tense business negotiation. Though purists and propeller heads
will tell you that b) is really a type of match cut through time.

Q: What or who has she seen? Jump
cut to close up on her face. Stronger
question: Why does she look scared?
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Cuts (continued)
Cutaway – This is where the camera unexpectedly cuts to some new action to add
meaning or increase suspense.

The girl looks bored. Cutaway to: her
double entering the park. This creates
suspense: Will they meet or not?

Cross-cut – This is where the filmmaker cuts between two lines of action to encourage
the audience to compare different shots and build audience excitement. The most
obvious use of this is in a chase sequence, where filmmakers cut back and forth between
the person chasing and the person being chased to create excitement. However, it can
also be used to cut back and forth between two characters going about their separate
business, e.g. two lovers going about their daily business but missing each other, or two
coaches preparing their respective teams for a big match.
For instance if your story required showing two young lovers kissing on the sofa, you
could cutaway to the young people’s the parents pulling up in the street outside. If you
then cut back to the lovers, the audience will immediately feel intense suspense about
what will happen when the parents find them.

The girl is looking at a parrot in the cage.
Another parrot is watching her from
above. She hasn’t noticed it.

Sound or music cut (or L-cut) – Here images and sound are edited out of synch to
forewarn the audience that a new scene or sequence is out to begin or the filmmakers
are about to cut to some new angle. For instance, a fugitive might hear a gunshot from
outside, only to look out of the window and see an old banger of a car stuttering down
the street.
Dissolve – When one shot dissolves into another it often suggests a change of scene or
sequence or a shift forwards or backwards in time.
There are of course also a number of other transitions, e.g. Wipe, Fade Out/Fade In, that
draw attention to themselves and carry associations to other types of films but the logic
of these is similar to that of the dissolve.
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Shots & movements
The traditional way of following action with a camera
is for the camera to be close to the main character,
showing them in the third person. However, there
are some specific shots you need to be aware of to
analyse a film in greater detail.
Establishing shot – A shot that tells the audience where the scene is to take place, e.g.
one might show a majestic landscape, before zooming in on a lonely hunter, or one might
show an external shot of a police station, before cutting straight to an interrogation room.

The exterior of the glasshouse sets
the location.
Master shot – A shot of the whole scene that explains the lay of the land or the
arrangement of a room or arena of action. Filmmakers will often shoot the entire scene
from this position to provide a master shot (and a clear sound track) which the editor can
always go back to maintain continuity in a scene.
The main walkway through the park,
revealing the steps at the top.

Shot and reverse – This is the basic technique of cutting back and forth between people
talking, dancing or even squaring off against each other in a gunfight. These types of
scenes are often shot with part of one character in the foreground (e.g. a shoulder or
hip) and then part of the other character in the reverse to show the changing physical
relationship between the two characters as the conversation, fight or standoff develops.

The girl sees the woman. Q: How will
she react? A: She smiles. Q: Do they
know each other? They start to talk. A:
Yes they do.
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Shots (continued)
Reaction shot – Like the POV shot, the reaction shot is a very important to tell the
audience how characters feel about what is happening and what is being said. If you don’t
show reaction shots a screen narrative can feel confusing, cold and unemotional. For
instance if you show a boss saying, “You’re fired!” We will probably need to see how badly
(or well) the character takes this news to understand their later actions.

The girl points. Q: What is she pointing at? A: POV shot of a duck.
Q: How does she feel about the duck? A: Reaction shot: she thinks it is cute.
Point of view (POV) shot – The main thing to remember is that the camera usually hovers
around the main character and shows them in the third person. However, the POV shot
is the exception that proves the rule. A POV shot is where the camera is placed exactly
where the audience knows that the character is looking. The Point of View shot (POV) shot
and is one of the filmmaker’s most powerful story telling shots. It is used to make us not
only see what the character is looking at, but also to reveal what someone wants or what
they fear most. For instance in a love story, the best way of showing someone’s desire is
to show the character seeing the other person.
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

Show the character in the space to establish where they are and how the space is
arranged
Show the other person arriving
Show the main character looking around
His or her eyes go wide
POV shot of exactly what he or she sees, i.e. the prospective partner
Reaction shot to show how they think about the person
The other feels them looking and turns towards them
The other person’s POV shot of the watcher looking away
Reaction shot of the lover

This would clearly signal to the audience that these characters have noticed each other
and will meet again.
The girl looks up. Q: What is she looking
at? A: A scary looking man silhouetted
against the winter sky. Q: Who is he?

Over the shoulder shot – This is a similar shot to the POV shot in that it allows us to see
the action over the shoulder of a character. When you use this shot you often make the
audience sympathise with that character. For in most cases they feel that they are looking
over the shoulder of a friend. An exception to this general rule might be when the camera
looks over the shoulder of an unknown character to reveal they are making a bomb or
sending an unpleasant e-mail. Here the shot is used to first draw the audience in and then
make them feel betrayed by the character.

The girl looks down at the ground; she
looks depressed.
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Shots (continued)
Cut in (sometimes called a close up) – A cut in shot is a close up shot that reveals key
information that the audience needs to know in order to understand the plot. For instance,
if someone is told to be somewhere in five minutes time a quick close up of his watch will
enable the filmmaker to set-up a race against time. Likewise if someone slips something to
another character, the audience will need to see what it is e.g. key, coin or note.

The girl looks at the parrot. Q: What type
of parrot is it? Close up of parrot. A: An
English speaking parrot.

Tracking, panning shot, tilt up, tilt down – These are camera movements that are
designed to reveal new information within the shot and set up new lines of question
and answer. For instance one might pan across the debris from a student party before
revealing two pairs of feet sticking out from behind the sofa.
Zoom in / Crash zoom / Zoom out / Pullback to reveal – These are more camera
movements that are designed to reveal additional information about the subject that is not
seen at the starting point of the shot. For instance perhaps we know that the killer wore a
St Christopher’s medallion. When the boyfriend comes to the door it might be important
for the girl to see the medallion for the first time and a zoom shot would enhance the
emotional impact of this moment,
Third person or watcher shot – This is a type of tracking POV shot used in horror films
to suggest that someone is watching the main character even though we have not seen
who the watcher is. It is very important that the camera appears to moves like a living thing
and it is therefore often useful to put foliage, fencing or some other static objects in the
foreground to enhance this feeling and also suggest that the watcher is hiding.

The fallen man looks out over the city
and rails against life’s disappointments.
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Angles & levels
When you make a film you also need to think about
the height of the camera above the ground and the
type of lens you will use. The following list is intended
as rough guide to get you going.
NB. Most camcorders have a zoom lens which means that you can go from a wide
angle to a long shot without needing to change the lens. However, it is very important to
remember that you should not zoom, pan or tilt without a good reason. Screen narratives
are about logical cuts between largely static shots of people moving about. Waving the
camera around like a deranged tourist, only draws attention to the camera and the artifice
of filmmaking. Only move the camera if you know why you are moving it!
High shot – Shooting from above makes
people seem small and less individually
significant

Low shot – Shooting from below increases
the sense of the character’s size and power.

She looks small and weak standing
at the bottom of the steps.

She looks in control as she walks down
the path towards us.
Wide shot - A wide shot shows the
character within their environment, e.g. a
man approaching down a mining road - and
provides important context.

Long shot - This is where you pick out a
character from the crowd or reveal them
in the far distance.
The girl is in the park.

The girl walks through the park on
her own.

The tower blocks seem far away
from here.
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Angles & levels (continued)
Medium shot - This reveals who the
characters are and shows the relationship
or power dynamics between characters,
e.g. a man and woman walking hand in
hand, or a woman dragging a reluctant
boyfriend by the hand.

Medium close shot - Is used to introduce
conversation and reveal strategy

The girl is fashionably dressed.

The girl looks very pretty, and smiles
at someone behind the camera.
Close up – a close up is used to reveal a
character’s emotions or a clear view of an
important object or tool.

Wide angle shot – shooting with a wide
angle lens brings more into the picture
though it can distort the image. It is useful
in a tight space or where you want to make
people look a little strange or menacing.

The girl reaches for the handle for the
cactus house. The door is locked.

The girl looks scared and confused.

It is important to note that shots can
overlap. For instance a close up may also
be a reaction shot, or a low shot could also
be a wide angle shot.
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Sound design
When people talk about sound in film they
immediately think of dialogue; however, one also
needs to think about incidental sound (e.g. footsteps,
birds, waves, cars, etc.), sound effects (like police
sirens), and music, as well as the way all these things
are layered together.
Most DV camcorders record sound on the tape/card/disc at the same time as the moving
images through the built-in microphones. However, sound, sound effects and music can
also be recorded separately and overdubbed or overlaid on a different editing track.
The power of sound is particularly clear where animation is concerned. Here the reality
of the world is created more by the naturalness of the sound than the image (e.g. think of
South Park).
In the process of making a short film you will probably use a combination of actual sound
(a.k.a. diegetic sound) and added sound (a.k.a. non-diegetic sound):

Actual (diegetic) sound
This is sound that springs logically from the action or location the audience witnesses on
screen. This sound can be onscreen or off-screen, the point is that it appears to come
from that location and situation.
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

Natural sound recorded at the location
Establishing sounds from a location, e.g. traffic noise added to set the scene of a city
centre location
Sound effects that spring directly from the action
Music coming from bands, instruments, radios, TVs or sound systems that appear
in the story world
Dialogue recorded during filming
Dialogue added later and inserted over “Room Tone” (see below).

Added (non-diegetic) sound
You may also use sounds that do not come from what we would expect to see or here in
the story world.
▪
▪
▪

Narration
Fake sound effects e.g. in a comedy as someone has a thought, or a dramatic echo
Soundtrack and mood music

Depending on the style of film you want to make, you need to chose the appropriate
combination of sounds to use. For instance if you want to make something ultra
realistic, you might use only natural sound recorded at the location. If you want to
make a naturalistic film, you might allow yourself music and some enhanced sound
effects (like gunshot ricochets, heavy breathing or loud heart beats). If you are making a
documentary, the sound design might be realistic except for the narration. And if you are
making an animation, you might to use a whole host of weird and funny sounds.

“Room Tone”
While shooting your film, always ask for a moment of silence to record some “room tone”
(the sound of the location when no one is talking). This clip of sound can be very useful if
you find you need to add some dialogue later, or drop out an unwanted sound (like a guy
doing DIY in the next room) and make it sound like it was recorded at the same time as
the rest of the film.
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Music
The music you use in a film can have a powerful
effect in establishing mood, helping the flow of the
narrative, underscoring emotion and revealing theme.
This is true of a short film as much as a big budget
film.
Music can:
▪
▪

▪
▪
▪
▪

Establish the mood of the piece through the title sequence and to round off the film in
the credit sequence.
Accentuate emotion in scenes whether it be short bursts of instrumental soundtrack
music or music that springs from the action itself, e.g. someone whistling or a person
turning on the radio.
Help us understand the plot and the changing emotional state of the characters.
Increase suspense by warning the audience of danger (e.g. the cello sounds in Jaws)
or
Punctuate the film and forewarn us that we are about to enter a new part of a scene
or a new chapter in the film
Encourage us to feel happy or sad about a potentially ambivalent event like the death
of a character.

Who owns the music?
Music is all around us, but that doesn’t mean we can use whatever we want. The
problem with music is that unless you compose and record the music yourself, the
music, lyrics and/or performance will be in copyright to the writers, lyricists and
musicians. This means that without a music clearance agreement you will not be able to
show your film to anyone outside your family and friends without paying a royalty.
It is worth remembering that performing someone else’s song can also be an
infringement of copyright, so if in doubt always check with the publisher first. As a
general rule of thumb the length of copyright is 70 years after the composer’s, writer’s
and musicians deaths. However, in some countries like Spain copyright may extend to 80
years or more, and it is also worth noting that some musical arrangements of traditional
songs can also be in copyright.
Fortunately there are a number of pieces of music creation software such as Garageband
which comes as standard with mac computers. Some video editing software packages
(e.g. Pinnacle) also come with a sound effects library and offer an inbuilt soundrack
generation tool.
Most of these software programmes let you drag and drop basic melodies and
instrumental audio files from a library onto a timeline. The sound, tempo and
instrumentation can then be changed at the click of a button to suit your project. You
can applying sound filters, change instruments and arranging them into a song or sound
loop as you see fit. Chances are some of your group will already have this type of music
creation software at home, but check that they composed the tracks themselves and will
allow you to use them, before you proceed.
You can also buy CDs of copyright free music from a number of companies. Simply
search online for “copyright free music”. These typically cost about three times the price
of a regular CD; however, you can use the music as much as you like.
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Moving image activities
There are a variety of activities that you can
undertake with young people.
The easiest are watching and appreciation exercises. For these all you need is a DVD
player and TV or digital projectors and a blackboard or flipchart to write down what the
young people say.
If you feel you are ready to try making a short film, short animation or short documentary
or news report with your group, give it a go. It’s a lot easier than you think and you’ll be
surprised how involved your group will become.

If you want to make a short film, you will typically need the
following equipment:
▪
▪
▪
▪

A Digital Camcorder (or digital stills camera if you are making an animation)
A Tripod
An AppleMac with iMovie editing software
OR a PC running Windows XP or Windows Vista, which includes MovieMaker video
editing in its software bundle

▪
▪

At least 10 gigabytes of free memory on the main hard drive
A cable that runs from the camcorder to the computer (either USB or FireWire
depending on your camcorder)
It is also useful to have a microphone that you can plug into the computer to overdub
dialogue
If you intend to make anything longer than a ten minutes, you may also want to
purchase external hard drive to store the footage (since you always shoot much more
film than you need).

▪
▪

However, the true the secret to short film making is not having the best technology, but
thinking like a camcorder and planning what you are going to shoot.
TIP: Obviously the planning phase is the most difficult and some groups of young people
are difficult to motivate. If this is true of your group you may want to fold in discussion of
your film idea with some other group activity. That way the film will develop organically
and not seem like a separate challenge.
Film Appreciation Exercises
Making a short film
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Film appreciation exercises
When we watch films or TV we do not usually pay
attention to how the narratives are put together. We
simply suspend our disbelief, convince ourselves
that what we are watching is real and are then allow
ourselves to be swept along by the illusion. Though
this is a very pleasant experience, we often fail to
fully appreciate what a film is trying to say unless we
examine it closely.
Film appreciation exercises are about watching again, understanding and talking about,
how screen narratives are put together and what they mean. The good thing about
this process of learning to ‘read’ a film is that there is no right and wrong, but rather a
discussion of what is seen and heard and what seems to work and why.
Becoming aware of how films are put together does not reduce one’s enjoyment of the
film, but on the contrary increases our appreciation of what it is trying to say and makes
the experience more memorable.
Once you have learned how to really ‘read’ a film, you gain twice the enjoyment from the
narrative. The first time when you simply watch the film as you have always done and the
second time when you analyse how it works - and why you were moved (or not as the
case may be).
Here are three very simple exercises you can use to appreciate films this way. These
have been borrowed from the free British Film Institute (BFI) Look Again booklet (http:
//www.bfi.org.uk/education/teaching/primary.html) which contains many more exercises
and ideas. The BFI also sell a variety of education packs and specially selected short
films with notes on how you can approach talking about them.
http://www.bfi.org.uk/education/teaching/
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Exercise: sound & image
This is a simple exercise that can have a profound
effect on the way people understand the composite
nature of screen narratives. Place a coat, blanket or
lens-hood over your TV set or digital projector and
ask the group to listen the soundtrack only. Ask
everyone to jot down what they actually hear in the
order they hear it.
The best type of film or section of film to use for this exercise is one where there is little or
no dialogue.
After you have listened to the section of film, ask the group to call out in order everything
they heard and write this down on the blackboard or flipchart. If someone says something
like, “I heard a motorbike” or “I heard some pigeons”, always ask “How do you know it
was a motorbike/a pigeon?”. The chances are that the listener is combining sounds in their
head, but your job is to help them focus on what they actually heard understand that they
are then interpreting these so that they make narrative sense.
If there is a lot of music as well as sound and sound effects, ask about the music, how it
changes and what effect it has on the listening experience and their emotional state.
Once you have listed all the sounds ask the group what they think the film or section of film
was about. Ask them what type of film it was (for instance animation, live action), and how
they could tell this from the type of sound, i.e. did the sound seem realistic, naturalistic,
expressionistic, etc.
Finally, show the film or section of film again and discuss how what they saw differed from
what they heard. This may seem like a fairly basic exercise, but you will be surprised how
much it helps people to focus on the film when they finally get to see it.
Once you have done this you can then move on to the next exercises using the same film.
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Exercise: spot the shots
This is a slightly more involved exercise to do than
‘Sound and Vision’; however, it can be a revelation
for young people to really examine what it is they are
seeing. Film can often appear transparent and it is
the job of the educator to help the student learn to
read the film shot by shot.
Watch a short film or a clip from a feature film and identify some of the cuts, shots and
angles to analyse how meaning and emotion is conveyed in a screen narrative.
Often the best clips to choose are sequences early in a feature film that set up the genre,
tone and stakes of the film - i.e. what the film is going to be about. As a rule it is best not
to pick films that are overly talky (or stageplay like), but ones that make full use of the
audio visual language of film.
The most important shots to point out to the group are these:
▪
▪
▪

▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

Match cut - someone looks, cut to: what they are looking at; someone points, cut to:
what are they pointing at, etc.
POV shot - the camera is placed in the exact position of a character’s eyes to make
us feel what they feel.
Reaction shot - the reaction shot tells us how someone feels. Notice how in
conversation the shot of a person listening is often more important than the shot
showing someone talking.
NB. Note in particularly how the sequence of a match cut, POV shot and reaction
shot is used to show what a character wants or does not want.
Over the shoulder shot - which is used to encourage the audience to side with the
main character.
Cut in / close up - this is essential information needed to understand the plot, e.g. a
telephone number or the time.
Cutaway - a cut to a new character who may be about to enter the scene used to
increase suspense and tension.
Cross cut - cutting between two lines of action and forcing us to compare and
contrast the two.
Music cut - A change in the music heralding a new part of the scene, new scene,
arrival of a new character or new sequence in the plot.

Now show another clip from the same film and ask the group to give you examples of
each main type of shot. Ask them to identify what each shot tells us about the characters
and the plot at that particular moment.
Finally play the clip again, pausing the film with the remote shot-by-shot and discussing
why the filmmakers have chosen particular shots, angles and cuts.
Please note: This can be a very useful preparation for writing a screenplay, storyboarding
or filming a similar scene. For instance if your film has a chase sequence or a romantic
first meeting, study the shot structure of a few films you admire to see how they did it
and how you can make yours even better.
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Exercise: similarities, surprises,
patterns, puzzles
This is a very powerful analytical exercise developed
by Aidan Chambers to help people talk about
narratives and unpick their structure, power and
hidden meanings. Using this tool you will find a way
to have open conversations about almost any type of
screen narratives. Since there are no right and wrong
answers, just informed opinions - the discussion
experience this generates can be very rewarding for
everyone involved.
Watch a short film, the opening sequence of a feature film, or if you have time even a
whole film or TV programme. Then discuss it as a group in a structured way. Try to avoid
asking “Did you think it was good?” as this will only give you two or three word answers.
Instead tell the group “Let’s try to work out what the film was about and what the
filmmakers were trying to say.”
Then draw a cross on the blackboard or flipchart and mark the various quadrants in the
following way.

Similarities

Puzzles

Surprises

Patterns

NB. The reason for noting the responses is to focus the groups attention on how many
responses they have given and provide a prompt sheet. It is not used in any way to mark
the group.
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Exercise: similarities, surprises, patterns,
puzzles (continued)
Similarities - All narratives are similar to other narratives. There is no such thing as total
originality in art. You might say that filmmakers do not reinvent the wheel, they just play
around with the arrangement of the spokes. So when you watch a film, first ask your
group “What other film (or media) is it like?” Sometimes this might be a very similar
film for instance Alien which was reputedly even pitched the financiers as “Jaws in
space”. However the similarity may be in just one part of the film e.g. the narrative, plot,
character, music, special effects, endings, monsters, whatever…
Surprises - All narratives have surprises or twists in them. These are the things that
turn and refresh the narrative. If they weren’t there no one would be interested in seeing
the film. Try to get your group to list all the surprises they saw in the film or clip in the
approximate order they came. Some of the surprises may be big, others may be small.
Draw the groups attention to the difference and discuss which were the most important
and unexpected. You can also ask them to see if they can remember if the film provided
any clues about the surprise before it happened. This is called foreshadowing and is a
very powerful storytelling tool.
Puzzles - What were the puzzles in the film? There are always mysteries and puzzles in a
screen narrative that are never fully explained or resolved. Some of these relate to logic
gaps in the film, for instance:
Since the agents can inhabit any bodies in The Matrix doesn’t that mean that Neo and his
friends are blowing away innocent people? In Alien why do they send out the merchant
vessel to pick up the aliens instead of a properly prepared scientific and military vessel
to collect a specimen? Or in Titanic why is the seawater so much colder outside the ship
than inside the ship?
Others puzzles might be or continuity errors e.g. where did the horses go in the final
battle of Lord of the Rings, or why that gladiator was wearing a watch.
However, there are also things that remain genuinely puzzling about the narrative itself. If
no one can think of anything, these prompts may help:
▪

▪

▪
▪
▪
▪

Character motivation - Why does a character behave the way they do? For instance
Why a character did not leave when he could? Or why they came back? Or why
didn’t the neighbours notice what was going on?
The real causes of the problem - For instance: Why did the villain become a serial
killer? Why is the main character in love with himself? Why do people not look after
their neighbours?
The reason why the hero or villain triumphed - For instance: If someone shows a
change in character was this believable?
The endings of films - For instance: Why did someone have to die? Or why did
another show mercy?
The real meaning of the film - For instance: Why did the filmmakers make a film about
this subject, this way? What did it mean? What else could they have done?
After the ending - What does the future hold for the character after the end of the
film? Or how is the world changed?

The answers to the puzzles may seem obvious to you, but you can guarantee that there
will be more puzzles than you have considered - and it is also your responsibility as the
group leader to help your group discuss these puzzles and think about their implications.
This is often the most rewarding part of the whole film watching exercise and is the
secret to unlocking your groups critical and analytical powers.
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Exercise: similarities, surprises, patterns,
puzzles (continued)
Patterns - The answer to some of theses puzzles and the million dollar question
“What’s it really about?” lie in the patterns of the film. Patterns are what filmmakers use
to reinforce the meaning of the film. So what types of things might you look for? Well
patterns can be a colour scheme indicating safe places or scary places; the repeated
use of wide angle lenses low or high camera positions; the use of lighting and shadow;
the colour coding or musical signatures of different characters; repeating movements or
character ticks; the use of costume to denote status; the use of a visual symbol like ice
or water; distinctive speech patterns; repeating shapes in production design; a repeating
event, e.g. the traffic lights are always green (until they are not) that foreshadows the
ending; the use of food or drink to show changing personal relationships; repeating or
unusual patterns of shots; or the way certain types of sounds are highlighted in the sound
dub.
Talking about all these four aspects will help the group analyse and understand what
they have watched (without it seeming like hard work). It will also help them learn how to
design effective films of their own.
Go on, pick a film and try it at home. You might be surprised what you notice even in a
film you have seen several times before.
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Making a short film
So you’ve completed a few of the film appreciation
exercises, you’ve checked you have the
necessarily equipment (digital camcorder, tripod,
computer, editing software, cabling) and you want
to try your hand at making a short film.
Now you need to decide what you want to make:
Animation
Documentary
Drama / comedy
News report / public information film
The type of project you will decide upon will obviously depend on a number of
factors:
▪

The activities and interests of your group

▪

The time you have available
▪
Film in a week
▪
Longer and regular projects
The locations you have available
Transportation
Staffing

▪
▪
▪

To help you steer your group to an appropriate decision we’ve prepared the following
guidelines.
TIP: Remember that in a film it is the actors or subjects who move more than the
camera. If you move the camera you must have a good reason to do so (see Shots
& Movements), otherwise keep the camera still (preferably fixed on top of the tripod).
People love to wave the camera around and zoom in and out (just because they can),
but this usually makes the footage unwatchable!
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Animation
Animation is a lot easier to make than you might
think and makes an activity for people of all ages.
One of the simplest forms of animations is stop-motion animation which functions in
exactly the same way as a child’s flipbook. To make stop-motion animation, you don’t
even need a video camera, all you need is a digital camera, a tripod, basic editing
software and a visual story.
You can either make your own models with plastecine (Wallace and Gromit style),
household objects or pieces of card. Or if the film is for internal use, you can use
prefabricated toys, action figures or puppets as the filmmakers did in Team America,
since the design of these figures will be subject to copyright law.
You then write a basic screen story and use your models to act it out.
The way stop-motion animation works is this:
▪
▪

You take a picture
You move the objects a little bit

▪
▪
▪
▪

Take another picture
You move them again
Take another picture
And repeat

The more pictures (and the smaller movements) you take the smoother the illusion
of movement will appear (as in Wallace and Gromit, or Creature Comforts); however,
you can make effective animation with as few as three shots per second*. Just try it
yourself at home and you will find you quickly get the hang of how many pictures you
will need per second of finished film to achieve the look you want.
*To give you a reference point a digital video camera is usually set to record 25 frames a second.

It can take a few attempts to judge how many pictures you need to achieve the look
you want; however, this is fun to do and easy to repeat if you get it wrong. The main
thing to remember is that you are shooting the film as if it was a real room – so think
of your camera placements and angles as you would do for a live action film.
You load the pictures onto your computer as you would normally do, then import
them into iMovie or MovieMaker and arrange them in a time line. Once they are in the
editing system you can make the sequence play quicker or slower as you wish by
speeding up the frames using Video Effects or by shortening their length against the
timeline. You can also add visual effects to make the camera appear to pan across,
zoom in or otherwise move through a still image.
Once you have assembled the pictures in the rough order that they come, you should
the record the dialogue, narration. This can be done using the computer’s microphone
or using a microphone plugged into the computer the microphone jack.
You then build up your movie clip by clip to achieve the desired visual style just like
you would a live-action movie using the same visual language of shots and cuts. So
match up the pictures with the narration and dialogue and make adjustments, e.g.
repeating loops, adding reaction shots, zooms, etc. Finally add sound effects and
music and drop this into the appropriate section of the film.
When you play back the clip you will be amazed how believable the illusion has
become.
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Animation (continued)
One of the great things about animation is that if you look after your models and your
sets and are careful not to jog the camera, you can have some of the group filming
and others editing at the same time.
Drawn or painted motion animation is often more time consuming to produce, but is
in a sense like the combination between a graphic novel and a flip book. In effect, all
you are doing is creating a series of flip books to be viewed one after another.
As mentioned IMovie and MovieMaker feature a number of tools that also allow you
to upload still images and move the camera electronically through them. For instance
if you have a picture of a train coming towards you, you could zoom in on the train
to make it appear it was coming towards you. Once the sound effects are added the
illusion is complete. So check out your software in advance to see which tools you
have available to you.
For information about screenwriting and storyboarding see sections 12 & 13.

Benefits of animation
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

Everything can be done in one room which means fewer transportation or health
and safety issues
You are less restricted by the cost of sets, props, etc.
You do not need as much equipment
You can have different groups creating sets, filming, recording sound and editing
on a assembly line basis
Results are immediate.
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Documentary
Dramatic films are driven by the principle of the
match cut that lends visual logic to a sequence of
shots through action and reaction, question and
answer.
Documentary films on the other hand are often driven by narration where the filmmakers
illustrate, explore a world or set out to answer rhetorical questions set at the beginning
of the film.
For instance if you wanted to make a short documentary with your group, you could
construct it around a question like:
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

What is it like to work in the construction industry?
What is it like to be a social worker?
What is there for young people to do in the city at weekends?
What do you like about where you live? What do you hate?
What are the challenges of being a teenage mum?

▪
▪

Why it is so difficult to find jobs?
What is it like to be a refugee in Scotland?

1. You then write down what you think in advance how you would write a script for the
introduction, to set the scene and explain what the film will be about.
2. You then set about making a list of possible places you could film and people who
would have an opinion on the subject and who you could interview.
3. You do some research about the subject online to see if this offers more angles.
4. You then plan a series of questions that you will ask interviewees which will not
result in yes or no answers.
5. Arrange interviews in advance telling the interviewees what the film is about and how
long the interview will probably take.
6. You then go out and film the interviewees and the places where they live and work.
Always ask interviewees to give their name and their title to the camera so you can put it
on screen later. Then ask them while the camera is rolling to confirm that they agree to
being filmed and the footage being used in the finished documentary (it also helps to get
them to sign a release form).
Since the images in a documentary illustrate what the narrator or interviewee(s) is/are
saying, make sure you take lots of general views (GVs) of the interiors and exteriors of
their surroundings as well as what they do. If this is filmed at a business or place of
work you should really secure a location agreement or at least ask for written permission
to film there.
After you have conducted your interviews and filmed your subjects in action, you capture
your footage into the computer and review it on a rolling basis. Perhaps cutting up and
exporting the best bits as smaller files for use in your film.
When you have completed your interviews you start to assemble a rough cut based on
your original idea so that it starts to make sense (see editing section).

28 On The Move: A Guide to Using Moving Image Education with Young People

09

Documentary (continued)
Talking heads (i.e. clips of interviewees) often become boring after a few seconds, so
it helps once we know who is speaking to overlay images that illustrate or expand on
what they are saying to make the film more interesting to watch.
Review the rough cut and ask everyone where improvements could be made.
Everyone in your group will have seen hundreds of factual films, so they should all be
able to make suggestions about what else you could add.
Once the main body of the film has been assembled, write and record pieces of
narration that might help to bridge the movement between different interviews.
Add music and publish your documentary.

Benefits of documentary
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

You can use documentary to discuss subjects you already talk about at a deeper
level
You do not need actors or props
The film can often be put together on a rolling basis, section by section
You can put subgroups in charge of different sections of the film
You can review progress and adjust your narrative and technique as you go along
You can make a documentary with different types of footage, still pictures and
animation
You can even make a documentary using mobile phones which means everyone
gets to be a cameraman.
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News report
Make a news report or a series of news reports
about the activities of your group or an issue in your
community.
It can be a great help to the group to try to think clearly about what it is you do - or what
the local issue is - and how to explain that to an audience.
The best news reports will explain:
1. the situation or problem
2. the people involved
3. have interviews with people involved
4. arguments for and against (where there is an issue being discussed)
5. a summary from the reporter(s).
As with making a documentary the secret to news reporting is planning ahead.
Write down what you think in advance how you would write a script for the reporter’s
introduction, to set the scene and explain what the film will be about.
Do some research about the subject online to see if this offers more angles.
Then make a list of possible places you could film and people you could interview about
the subject or issue.
Plan a series of questions that you will ask interviewees which will not result in yes or no
answers.
Then go out to find and film the interviewees. Arrange these interviews in advance
wherever possible.
Always ask interviewees to say their name and their job title to the camera so you can
put it on screen later. Then ask them while the camera is rolling to confirm that they
agree to being filmed and the footage being used in the finished documentary (it also
helps to get them to sign a release form).
Make sure you take lots of general views of the interiors and exteriors of their
surroundings as well as what they do. If this is filmed at a business or place of work
you should really get a location agreement.
Capture the footage into your computer and assemble the news report with the editing
software.

Benefits of documentary
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

You can use a news report to discuss issues you already talk about within the group
at a deeper level
You do not need actors or props
The film can often be put together on a rolling basis, section by section
You can put subgroups in charge of different subjects
You can make a news report with different types of footage, still pictures and
animation
You can even make a news report using mobile phones which means everyone gets
to be a journalist
You can use the finished film to publicise your group and its activities.
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Short film drama or comedy
Most people are intrigued to see how they look on
film. They also enjoy being able to play someone
different from themselves as a way of exploring
the world in a different personality. For both these
reasons, making a short film drama or comedy will
be of great interest to many young people.
The main difference between a short drama and a written story is that you must show
not tell. In books you can focus on what people are thinking and how they make the
decisions, in films you have to work out a way to show everything in action.
The best way to think about a short film is that you need to come up with a really simple
idea. Do not try to make a feature film!
There are two basic types of short film that repeat over again and again:

A. Character with a problem
▪
▪
▪
▪

A character has a problem / or quickly discovers they have a problem
They try to solve their problem, but encounter some opposition
The conflict builds to a climax
There is an unexpected resolution or twist

B. What’s going on?
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

Here the whole plot is constructed as a mystery (or a slow revelation)
You show a character in a difficult situation or acting strangely
You reveal more and more about the character (often by going back in time)
The conflict builds to a climax
Everything s revealed and we understand what the true situation is and more about
the main character

So how do you come up with a good idea for a short film idea?

Here are a few simple prompts:
▪
▪
		
▪
		
▪		
		
		
		

Ask the group what problems they face and situations that interest or concern them,
e.g. teenage pregnancy, betrayal, drugs or gang fighting.
Tell them to think up an unusual idea about a common situation, e.g. being late for
work, forgetting to buy a present for someone, finding out your sister wants to marry
your worst enemy.
Give the group a simple item to write a story about, e.g. a mask, a wallet, a box, a
pair of spectacles.
Watch some short films or read a short story, take one you like and transpose the
plot to a situation you all understand. Many famous films were made like this,
including Star Wars (Hidden Fortress), Fistful of Dollars (Yojimbo), Amelia (Emma),
Alien (Jaws), It’s a Wonderful Life (based on ’The Bells’ by Charles Dickens), etc.

Then talk it through (see ‘Developing a screenplay‘).
A WORD OF CAUTION: Try to steer the group away from ideas that involve too many
main characters and numerous props and locations - USE THE LOCATIONS AND
PROPS YOU HAVE. If you can’t contain the scale of the idea consider making your piece
as an ‘Animation’ instead.
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Short film drama or comedy (continued)
HOT TIP: Sometimes young people have self-esteem issues and are very selfconscious about appearing on film. If this is the case try doing some screen tests in
advance to help break the ice. Some young people will still prefer to be behind the
camera, but at least everyone is then given the opportunity to try.

Benefits
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

Help explore difficult subjects affecting young people in a creative way
Provoke discussion about morality, personal responsibility, self-image and other
citizenship issues
Enables young people to put the full range of cinematic techniques to use for
themselves
Filming requires team working skills
Faking it requires problem solving skills
It is fun to do
Young people will enjoy watching all the footage they shoot before choosing
which shots to use
Different sub-groups can work on editing, music, titles, publicity and other 		
ancillary areas
It is a rich task that provides a real sense of achievement when it is finished
Can be a great boost to self-esteem and self-confidence
Helps young people to understand and deconstruct the visual texts they watch on
a daily basis.
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Film in a week
This is currently one of the most popular lengths for
running filmmaking projects with groups of young
people, for the following reasons:
▪
▪
▪

This type of project can be carried out during the holidays
Most young people can often commit to one week
Focuses attention on the project

That said a week is a short time span and you therefore should only undertake this type
of project with a well-motivated group of young people. If you feel your group lacks
motivation, it may help to work on LONGER PROJECTS.
An ideal number for this kind of group would be 8-12 of approximately the same age.
When making a film in a week, you will need to do some preparation work in advance,
particularly if you intend to make a short film or animation based on one of the young
people‘s own ideas.
Here are a few tips:
▪ If you are planning to make a drama (short film or animation) using one of the young
people’s own ideas, it can often help to prepare young people in advance for the
type of film project they might want to think about undertake.
▪ Unless you have a budding film genius in your group (which can happen), saying you
can make a film about anything you want often leads to confusion.
▪ Often young people will want to make a film about problems they face; however, it
can help to give them a few examples to give young people a list of possible topics
that you know will work. The best ideas are often simple and visual. Here are a few
ideas to help prompt other ideas:
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

An embarrassing situation
The worst holiday ever
One man is chasing another, why is he chasing him?
Someone has lost a mobile phone? How do they find it?
A mysterious message on a mobile phone provides an unexpected call to
action
A boy/girl wants to leave home. Why? Is this the real reason, or is there
something else that he does not want to reveal?
Someone finds a box. What is in it? How does it affect other people?
What’s the worst and best thing you could do for a first date?

Unless you have a bit of cash for costumes and props, it helps to set your project
in the present day
▪ It also helps to let the young people know which locations will be available. For
instance can it be filmed safely in and around the centre? Do you have access to
an external location?
▪ Set out a day plan for activities in advance so the young people know what to
expect. For instance:
▪
Day 1 – Discussion of ideas, voting for an idea, casting, script outlining,
		
storyboarding, preparation of props, writing dialogue for some of the scenes.
		
Try to come up with a simple predicament on Day One and then write your
		
screenplay in one day.
▪
Day 2 – Commence shooting and additional dialogue writing
▪
Day 3 – Shooting the film
▪
Day 4 – Editing, recording narration, overdubbing and additional shooting
▪
Day 5 – Editing and preparation of publicity and marketing materials
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Film in a week (continued)
▪

▪

▪
▪

▪
▪

It also helps to find out in advance what different young people will be interested in.
Usually it works out about half and half between those who want to film and those
who want to be filmed. And that’s how it should be.
That said, it helps to choose an idea that will give every one a chance to appear in. It
is also good to try and give everyone a shot at using the camera and editing
equipment at some point.
Make sure you have let everyone know the times they are expected to be there and
what the catering arrangements are.
Make sure you get the young people and/or their parents to sign a Release Form
at the start of the project saying they are happy to take part in the film and most
importantly.
Make a written risk assessment for your film (see Health and Safety) which you then
hand out to the participants before you start shooting.
Ensure you have enough money for tapes, disks or cards (to record your footage on),
printing ink and DVDs on which you can burn the finished film,
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Longer projects
If you run sessions at an evening club, training
centre or with a group that meets daily or weekly,
you may wish to take a less intensive approach to
film making. This longer project model is particularly
appropriate where you want to ensure a greater level
of quality to the finished product or the participants
are difficult to motivate.
A longer project might take place over twenty evenings if you are running an evening
session or over 4-12 weeks if you organise events on a daily basis, e.g. at a training
centre. An ideal number for this kind of group would be 8-12 young people of
approximately the same age.
These longer filmmaking projects will typically involve both discursive and practical
filmmaking exercises to ensure that the participants are engaged at all times and so
that they gain a deeper understanding of the nature of screen narratives.
When running a project such as this it helps to tell participants up front what you plan
to do with them and then be flexible about how you deliver the different elements of the
programme.
To help you visualise what might be accomplished, here is a list of the type of activities
you might cover over twelve 2.5 hour sessions.
1. Introduce the project – Tell the participants that this project will be about
making a short film (drama, documentary, animation or public information film about
the project); that they will choose and design the project, that over the duration
of the project you will cover all the film making activities as well as looking at the
language of film. Ask them about what projects they might like to do? Then do a
couple of the FILM APPRECIATION EXERCISES.
2. Brainstorm possible ideas & introduce the technology – Brainstorm a few
more ideas about what type of film you might want to make. Explain in some detail
the different types of projects you might choose using the notes provided. Then tell
the participants to think more about what they would like to do between session
2 and 3. Then bring out the camera and demonstrate what might be done either
by getting them to film each other or by making a short animation using pieces of
card or a action figures. The type of subjects, I have used for such ‘breaking the
ice’ exercises include:
a.
Drama - How not to behave at an interview – have one participant interview
		
another for a fictitious job
b.
Drama – The worst excuse for being late – have one participant interrogate the
		
other about why they were late
c.
Drama – Get the participants to recreate and film a scene from a 		
		
well-know movie
d.
Documentary – What has been the most important experience of your life so
		
far and why?
e.
Animation – Two tools e.g. hammer and screwdriver meet and have an
		
argument about who is most important
f.
Animation – Two Cindys meet in the street and have an argument about what
		
they have chosen to do with their lives. Or one Cindy chases another. NB.
		
Barbies don’t stand up too well, whereas Cindys do with the help of a little
		
blue tack.
Play back the footage from the scene for the amusement of the group. If you feel
confident edit it in class. Or alternatively let the participants try to edit it then and there
– then edit it one evening between sessions two and three.
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Longer projects (continued)
NB. When you first bring out the camera, you may suddenly find that your ‘confident’
teenagers freeze-up and refuse to get involved. The reason for this is usually that they
are scared stiff of being held up to ridicule by the rest of the group, or that the finished
film may be seen by friends who then laugh at them. This paranoia can be difficult to
overcome (especially if it comes from one of the dominant members of the group), so
if necessary let them film you instead. The sooner they realise that no one regards the
way other people look as stupid, the more enthusiastic they will be about the rest of the
sessions.
3. Screenwriting – Having given the group a taster of what could be done, and
shown them the edited clips, now is the time to hammer out what type of project you
want to do. Ask the participants to present the ideas and then discuss the pros
and cons of each idea. Then get them to vote on which project to do. I usually
use a Eurovision style voting system where they must rank their votes from 1-5.
That way you can usually ensure everyone will accept the group decision. At this
stage the idea will probably be quite loose, so now you will need to try and flesh
out what happens first into a Beat Sheet and later into a developed screenplay
or storyboard (see SCREENWRITING AND STORYBOARDING). Also ask the
participants to think about films or scenes from films that have some similarity to
the idea you have chosen to work on. Ask them to bring these in next week or hire
them from the DVD rental outlet.
4. Screen some similar films & start casting – Talk further about your Beat
Sheet and show clips from the films you have brought in. Try to develop the main
beats of the story further and come up with a good ending if you haven’t got one yet.
Finally think how many characters you will need and try to cast some of the group in
the various roles. When you have finished filming the casting, ask the group to vote
on who should be given the lead roles.
5. Complete the screenplay – Now is the time to develop the screenplay, you can
either get the group to write the screenplay in class on a flip chart or computer with
digital projector if you have one. If the group is not particularly well motivated,
you may not be able to write the whole screenplay in advance. If this is the 		
case develop it scene by scene and film one or two scenes each week. Plan what
you intend to shoot the next week, organise any props and make a Health & Safety
assessment for distribution to the group.
6. Commence filming in earnest – You do not need to film the screenplay 		
chronologically, though this can help first timers to understand how the narrative
develops. Once you have filmed the scene or scenes, import the footage into the
computer and play it back for the group to discuss. Try now to engage a few of the
group in the editing process, this is an intuitive process, but it does require focus
so not everyone will have what it takes to sit at the console. If you have a digital
projector at your disposal, you might also want to project the editing process on to
the wall so that all can see. Now while those interested edit the film, talk about
which scenes you intend to shoot next week, finalise the new dialogue and repeat
the process for the next few sessions.
7. Filming & editing for as many sessions as required
8. Editing, overdubbing, music making, ads & publicity – Now the filming is over,
you will have to find something for everyone in the group to do while the editing
takes place. It therefore helps to give different members of the group particular tasks
depending on their areas of interest, e.g. recording additional sound, making music
or sound effects, designing ads and publicity materials for the film.
9. Editing, overdubbing & music making. (See above)
10. Screening and discussion of film
If you have more than twelve sessions you will have more time for screenwriting,
storyboarding, drama workshops, rehearsals and music making.
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Developing a screenplay
Writing visually – think like a camcorder
The most important thing to remember when you set out to write a screenplay is that you
are writing a story for the screen and not a novel or a short story. This means that you
are not so much writing as using words to visualise a story before you film it.
NB. This is an important distinction, particularly of your group includes young people
who have a fear of being judged and have bad experiences of having written work
marked!
You must therefore write only what the camcorder can ‘see and hear‘. So try to think of a
series of events that will be interesting to watch – as well as to listen to.
This does not mean the story needs to be set somewhere strange or beautiful, it just
means that you should try to think how the story can be told more with pictures and
sounds, as well as dialogue (what your characters actually say).
For instance if a man likes a woman, you don’t have to have him say, “I love you.” Most
of the time a single look will be enough. For example you might write:
Alex laughs at Angela’s joke. She catches his eye. He looks away slightly embarrassed.
Then glances back at her again.

Practical screenwriting
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

Identify your main character (if it is a romance, this will be the hero and heroine)
What do they want?
Who tries to stop them getting what the want? There may be several opponents.
What is revealed about the character, what do they need to learn/realise about
themselves or how do they change during the course of the story?
Try to start as late in the story as possible
In the beginning your story in simple beats with no dialogue, and try to think of what
the camera will actually see:
Goldilocks is walking through the forest
She sees some flowers and starts picking
Then she sees more and moves on
Suddenly she realises she is lost
She sees a strange house
She approaches the house and finds the door unlocked
She knocks on the door - no answer
She checks the windows - no one can be seen
She decides to go inside
Goldilocks looks around the living room - sees three chairs of different sizes
She tries out the smallest chair
Goldilocks looks around the kitchen - sees three steaming bowls of porridge of
different sizes
Goldilocks looks hungry
Sits down to eat
Goldilocks looks around the bedroom - sees three beds of different sizes
She climbs into bed
Sighs and falls asleep

▪
▪
▪

Then try and flesh out each beat to work out the best way to frame the shot to give
the most drama
Look at similar scenes from other films and see what you can adapt, this is one of
the best ways to learn.
Write down all the actions and what needs to be said
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Developing a screenplay (continued)
▪

▪
▪

Make sure that you never have a character say anything that could not be shown
through action or reaction. Always remember the power of the ‘Match Cut - POV
shot - Reaction shot’ series in establishing desire and motivation
If you now understand what you need to shoot, move forward to ‘Planning’
If you are still unsure, or want to employ the talents of the wider group go to
‘Storyboarding’

For further details, download ‘A Crash Course in Screenwriting’ from the Education
section of the Scottish Screen Website (link) www.scottishscreen.com

Here are a few things to bear in mind
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

▪
▪

Keep it simple! Filmmaking is not about coming up with the most original story, it is
about coming up with a good story and telling it well
The secret to screenwriting is to think the actions through first - always ask yourself,
“How can we show this?”
Plots that rely on dialogue to drive them forward are usually sluggish and boring to
watch
The best film ideas are often the ones that you can see working with little or no
dialogue at all
Establishing what someone wants, can be easily done without words - simply show
one person looking at something then Match Cut to a POV Shot of what they are
looking at and the return to the Reaction Shot of the viewer. This simple sequence is
the way all movies reveal desire.
Focus on the main events and turns in your story - these are called the story beats
Once you are sure these beats will line up and make sense, focus on each section at
a time to flesh out what happens and how you can shoot it
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Storyboarding
Instead of writing the film idea down as a screenplay
it can help to draw the screenplay or specific
sections of your screenplay like a story board. A story
board is a bit like a comic book, with movements and
camera directions marked in as arrows.
Drawing a storyboard is a great way of visualising a film before it is made. Filmmakers
often use storyboards to plan their shots and camera movements – and check whether
the logic of the images will work before they start shooting.
For people who prefer drawing to writing, storyboarding can provide an alternative
screenwriting format. For those who don’t like drawing, it is still worthy drawing stickmen
diagrams to make sure you plan which shots you will need in each scene. You can then
check them off as you shoot them to make sure you don’t forget any key shots in the heat
of the moment.
This can be particularly important if you are planning to create the illusion you have a
bigger budget than you do.
For instance say you want to film a scene in a hospital. You could fake it using a
combination of sound and image. Instead of focussing on showing the whole hospital you could shoot the following.
CLOSE ON: the squeaking wheel of a gurney rolling across some linoleum. Hospital
sounds offscreen.
CLOSE ON: Mike lies on a stretcher – close to deaths door. He looks up.
POV SHOT IN CLOSE UP: of the doctor looking down at him. The doctor promises he
will save Mike.
CLOSE ON: Mike. His eyes starting to drift.
CLOSE ON: the doctor who turns whispering to a nurse: “Have the debribilator on
standby.”
Mike’s girlfriend looks scared.
CLOSE ON: Mike. His eyes starting to drift.
POV SHOT: of the lamps turning blurry as the doctors rush Mike into surgery.
CLOSE ON: the squeaking wheel of a gurney.
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Planning
In the enthusiasm to make your short film, it is easy
to overlook some of the basics, so here is a simple
checklist to help ensure you get it right.
1. Films are do not need to be shot in sequence so you don’t have to start at the
beginning. Just try to make sure you shoot the film in chunks at the various locations
you have chosen.
2. Try to shoot as much of the film in around your centre, a few simple props can
turn one corner of the room into a living room, another the bedroom, etc. etc. And
remember: your audience will be concentrating on the action not the wallpaper, so no
need to get too obsessive here!
3. Make a list of all the props and items for set dressing you will need. Ask who has
these things at home and ask them to bring them in, preferably in the planning stage
rather than on the day of the shoot.
4. If you can’t get certain props try to think how you can fake things with close-ups and
sounds (see example of this in ‘Storyboarding’).
5. Do you need lights for any shots? Desk and standing lamps can be very useful to
have around since they can provide dramatic angular light and shadow.
6. If you need to use other locations e.g. a shop, make sure you plan this in advance.
Where possible get permission in writing (’Location Agreement‘), in case someone
comes to challenge you on the day.
7. If you need to shoot on the street, try to pick safe locations with little traffic. Make
sure everyone knows what they are doing and always have someone looking out for
the cameraman (see ‘Health and Safety’)
8. Try to avoid having to record much dialogue in busy locations as the background
noise may be difficult to filter out. When in doubt shoot close!
9. If you are shooting outside on anything but the warmest days, remember the group
may get cold and hungry. Make sure you have enough food and drink and plan your
day so that you can go inside at regular intervals.
10. In case of rain bring umbrellas. Always reserve one (preferably a golf umbrella) to hold
over the camera.
11. Make sure you have tapes and that you know how long your camera battery will last.
Keep it plugged in to the mains wherever possible.
12. Delegate specific jobs and responsibilities e.g. carrying the tripod/prop bag to the
different members of the group.
13. If you are going to do anything that may look ‘dodgy’ make sure you alert the local
police and explain what you are planning to do (see ‘Health and Safety’). Though you
all know it is just a drama, onlookers may not.
14. Remember, filmmaking is a series of shots and once they are place in order the
viewer ill be fooled into thinking that everything is happening in the same place
(unless there are any obvious giveaways). So if you need to have someone threaten
another with a fake knife or something, do this shot back at the centre in close up and
insert it later into the footage from the outside location (see ‘Health and Safety’).
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Health & safety/clearances
Health & Safety is one of your most important
considerations. Filmmaking should be fun – Not
dangerous. So never put your actors or crew
at risk!
First thing to remember is that films are composed of a series of shots containing sounds
and images of actors moving. Because films are assembled from many ‘matching’ clips
(shot and reverse, POV shot, close up, reaction shot), there is never any need to put
any of your actors in any danger (e.g. in the shower scene in Psycho the knife is never
anywhere near Janet Leigh). Filmmaking is about smoke and mirrors – it’s about faking
it – so use your common sense and never put anyone at risk.
It is not possible for us to provide you with exhaustive advice on Health & Safety, since
there are many specialised courses on this subject. However, here are a few general tips
to help you avoid common mistakes. Please note. This is not an inclusive list and it does
not constitute advice, merely a prompt to you to use your common sense.

Production
1. Make sure you have release forms, location agreements, and have ensured your
actors all agree in writing to being in the finished film.
2. If you need to leave your premises make sure you have some insurance in place for
your teaching activities.
3. Check every location in advance and make sure you have a risk assessment for each.
4. Hand this risk assessment out to everyone, and make sure everyone understands
what they are doing (and NOT DOING) before they start.
5. Never have anyone falling in a river, jumping over a fire or anything stupid like this.
Fire, water and physical stunts are incredibly dangerous and you would need to
employ stuntmen and ’Health and Safety’ specialists to guarantee safety.
6. Same goes for guns (and fake guns), knives, needles, cattle prods, explosives,
fireworks. If you need to use a toy pistol make sure that all these shots are done
inside your centre and never on the street. Use the sound to make the illusion real,
you don’t even need to see the gun.

Actors
1. Film is all about illusion, so the secret is to fake anything dangerous. For instance If
you need to show someone climbing over a high fence, don’t film the whole scene, do
it in a series of shots.
a.
b.
c.
		
d.
		
e.
		
f.
		
g.
		

A man runs towards a fence.
He grabs the wire with his fingers.
He plants a foot in the mesh and heaves himself up to the sound of RATTLING
MESH
Shot of the MESH moving back and forth as though he is climbing above the
camera.
He jumps off the top. You fake this using a low angle of someone jumping off a
low bench to the sound of RATTLING MESH
Low shot through the fence as the man lands at the other side (in fact he never
jumped over) land runs off.
The combination of the shots and the SOUND EFFECTS provide the illusion
that what we have seen is real.

2. If people are fighting, shoot close ups of each person punching in turn - NOWHERE
CLOSE to the other actor.

41 On The Move: A Guide to Using Moving Image Education with Young People

15

Health & safety, clearances, etc (continued)
3. If you absolutely must have them tussle, shoot the clip in slow motion (so people have
precise control) and speed it up in the edit. You can even shoot some shots in reverse
and then reverse them in the edit if you want to simulate real contact.
4. Make sure everyone is aware where actors will be walking from and to before you
start shooting.
5. If you need to use signals, make sure that the signals are obvious and never counter
intuitive. Once on Doctor Who, they filmed an actor in a tank filling with water. The
signal that the actor was to give when he had had enough was to give the ‘thumbs
up’. Unfortunately panicking people do not react logically and so when the actor
started freaking out, the crew just thought he was acting - when in fact he was
drowning! Use your common sense.
6. Rehearse!

Crew
1. Do not set up a camera in the middle of a street or busy thoroughfare
2. If you do always have a camera on a tripod nothing is likely to go wrong, however,
3. Always place someone on look out to make sure no one runs into you
4. Walk DON’T run.
5. If the cameraman walks holding the camera, always have someone walk with them
(with their hand on the cameraperson’s shoulder) to make sure they do not trip over
something they cannot see (like the curb!).
6. If you are using lights, you must have a proper circuit breaker.
7. Use duct tape to prevent people tripping on cables.
8. Never mix electricity with fluids.
9. If you need to use command words or hand signals, make sure that the signals are
obvious and not confusing or counter intuitive.

Props
1. Equipment can be dangerous, use fake equipment never the real thing. e.g. if you
need a defibrillator don’t try to borrow a real one or you could kill someone by
accident. Fake it!
2. If you need to use a weapon of some sort - use a fake weapon and do not take it out
on the street
3. Make sure weapons are never close to the actors.

4. Do not tie people up, lock them up or otherwise restrict mobility.
FAKE EVERYTHING!!!!!
For more information
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Shooting tips
The best way to learn to shoot a film is by watching
how other people do it. Take a scene from a DVD
similar to the one you want to shoot and pause the
film ‘shot by shot’ to analyse how the filmmakers
have achieved the desired result through the
choice of:
▪
▪
▪
▪

Shots
Lenses (on a DV camcorder you vary this using the zoom)
Height of camera
Lighting

▪

Edits

This will give you a good understanding of how you can make a similarly engaging
film narrative. A few key points to notice are as follows:
1. Though few people think consciously about it, the camera as a rule follows the main
character showing them in the third person (as though they are a friend). Since film
offers a 2-dimensional window on a story world this means you have to follow certain
rules to establish a logical shooting space in which the plot can unfold.
2. Cameras are usually static. Moving Images are not primarily about moving cameras
but moving subjects. Filmmakers do use pan shots, tilt ups and tilt downs, but you
can make a perfectly interesting film with the camera safely positioned on top of a
tripod. Move the camera too frequently and you will draw attention to the filmmaking
process rather than letting the film speak for itself.
3. Good filmmakers do not overuse the zoom button.
4. You never need to make your actors or crew do anything dangerous. Film is about
illusion not reality (even the most realistic film). If you need to have someone throw a
punch. First film the person winding up to punch, then show the person reacting.
If you want to create the illusion of reality it can help to shoot something in reverse,
for instance one of your actors pulling his fist away from someone’s face, then
reversing the shot in the edit so it looks like they are punching them. NEVER
PLACE YOUR ACTORS at risk of being hurt by what they are supposed to do in the
screenplay. Always work out a way to fake it. (see HEALTH & SAFETY)
5. A scene will typically be covered from at least three camera angles a) shot to give you
an idea of the overall scene and then a variety of shots of the main characters who
come into conflict in that scene
6. Occasionally there will be a POV shot (or an over the shoulder shot) that puts us in
the position of the main character and encourages us to feel the same way he or she
does. But don’t overuse this or the audience may become confused about where their
sympathies should lie.
7. You should always film characters’ reactions to what is being said, because this is
often more telling than watching someone’s mouth open and close.
8. Actors should never look into the camera except during a POV shot or in 		
documentary or ‘documentary‘, otherwise you break the so-called Fourth Wall and
remove the illusion that we are watching a film.
9. If you plan your shots you do not need to set design the whole room, just what the
camera sees. If you want to exclude distracting or out of place décor – go closer!
10. Bracket performances. This means you should ask actors to vary their performance
slightly to make sure that you get the precise shot you need - and to make sure it will
match up with the previous cut and the next cut.
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Shooting tips (continued)
11. Filmmakers always shoot from one side of the action, never two (see diagram) below).
This is called the 180°rule and to break it is called ‘Crossing the Line’

X

3

2

1

12. It is the characters’ eyelines that establishes ‘the line‘. If someone looks away
towards the sound of a door opening, this will allow us to match cut to a new
character standing in the doorway and to establish a new ‘line‘.
13. Try to get your actors to speak their lines clearly, say the same thing during each take
and NOT speak over each other (otherwise it will be difficult to balance the volume
levels).
14. Try to shoot all scenes that require actors to have the same clothes at the same time.
Young people often do not have special costumes and trying to ensure that they all
have the same clothes the next shooting day will be really difficult.
15. It does not matter in which order you shoot the film, though with first time filmmakers
it can help to try and shoot it in chronological order.
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Editing
Microsoft MovieMaker (and Apple iMovie) have made
movie editing simpler than ever before. This page is
intended as a quick guide to the principles of editing
and using most types of basic software. Naturally it
always helps to read your software quick-start guide
in advance or take the tutorial; however, this page
should provide a basic introduction to the art.
Software
▪
▪
▪
▪

▪

▪

▪
▪

▪
▪
▪

▪
▪

Editing is about assembling clips in logical order, and adding other special effects,
sounds or music on another level.
In the old days this meant taking the reels of film and physically cutting the footage
(a.k.a. rushes) into clips before splicing them back together again in the right order.
To synch sound and image which were recorded separately filmmakers used a
clapperboard.
Today this is not necessary as most home editing software has a feature called
automatic scene recognition that looks for major scene changes and automatically
splices the footage at these points.
In most movie editing packages you do not splice the original clip but the software
makes a low rez copy of the clip to view in the editing software and never touches the
original footage.
When you want to make or publish your movie the software renders a new file based
on the instructions you have made on the low rez copy and then turns this into a new
file.
The only common editing software that physically chops up the clips is iMovie.
Once you have imported a copy of the footage into the editing suite, the editing
software displays this as an album of clips that can be dragged into an editing area in
any order you desire.

This editing area can be represented as a film strip, or as a timeline where the length
of the clip in seconds is shown on the ruler.
Each individual clip can be highlighted then trimmed to remove the beginning and
end, or spliced into new clips.
The editor can also add effects or overlay new sound effects or narration. In more
advanced home editing software (e.g. Pinnacle or Adobe Premiere) software there
will be more than one video track which means you can overlay clips and use the
sound from one clip and the visuals from another.
Save frequently. When you save you are not making a film but simply saving the
instruction set you are creating.
If the software hangs, the best way to fix it is usually to shut down the program then
start it up again.
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Editing (continued)
Editing
▪
▪

▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

Start by assembling the clips as you planned to do in your screenplay or storyboard.
Use the principle of the match cut to edit your film. Every time an actor says or does
something that raises a question in the audience’s mind you could cut to the next
scene.
Pace is set by the speed of the match cuts and the strength of the questions.
Cut for the drama in the scene first and spatial logic second (even if this means
crossing the line).
Use shots, cuts and angles that liven up the action and intensify the emotional impact.
Avoid unnecessary clips. Unless they move the story forward they will slow the pace.
Protect your actors - this means cutting your film to make them look as good as they
can be even if it means losing some of the dialogue. If they have a funny look on their
face cut to the reaction shot and have them overdub their line at a later date.
Prioritise your main character. If they are central to the scene but are standing at the
edge of the shot, use a digital edit in the edit phase to correct the shot.
Do not fall in love with pretty pictures - think of the power of the plot.
Once you have assembled the clips use the edit window to trim the clip to the exact
frame.
Lock the picture line before adding sounds and music. That way you will not move
any clips around by accident.
If you don’t have additional tracks in your editing package you can always burn off
a clip from your movie and reimport it to add an extra sound or more dialogue. This
process of layering worked for the Beatles on Sear gent Pepper, so it can work for
you too.

To help get a better idea of how editing software works, why not take a couple of minutes
to play around with the Urban Learning Space online editing tool.

Sequence A

Sequence B

Sequence C
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Editing (continued)

Sequence D

Sequence E

Sequence F
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