








Ethics: Representing Reality Film — Chapter 9
(Special Features — Truth, Perspective & Ethics:
Perspective and Ethical Issues)

Main Points: Filmmakers disagree on the ethical
obligation they have to their subject. Some think
the subject’s wishes need to be honoured if there’s
a good reason. Some think that telling the story is
more important even if it might hurt the subject.
Others defend their right to reveal insights from
other cultures that may otherwise not be told or
heard. *A documentary doesn’t reflect an objective
truth but rather the perspective of the filmmaker.
*Sometimes coming from another culture or reality
can give a valid and different perspective. *It is
almost unavoidable that the filmmaker’s presence
and their camera will have some effect on the
subjects.

Discussion questions: What should a filmmaker do
if the subject doesn’t like how he/she is portrayed?
What gives the director the right to tell someone
else’s story—especially from across a cultural,
class or other divide that separates powerful from
less powerful people? Does a filmmaker have the
right to make a documentary about a different
culture/reality than their own and film people’s
stories for the entertainment or education of his
or her own society?

Risk & Adversity Film — Chapter 10
(Special Features — The Shoot: Handling Risk
and Adapting to Circumstances)

Main Points: Both filmmakers and their subjects
at times choose to take risks in making a film.
The process of deciding whether to take the risk
is often very different for each of them. Whether
or not to take the risk needs to be carefully con-
sidered on both sides. Experiencing difficulties in
making a documentary can be a good thing.

Discussion questions: Up to what point is it all
right for filmmakers to allow their subject to be
endangered or place themselves at risk? How do
documentary filmmakers assess how much risk

they or their crew should take? Think of different
situations where obstacles filmmakers confront
can be beneficial to the film.

Access & Trust Film — Chapter 11
(Special Features — The Shoot: Getting Access)

Main Points: Access is essential. It depends
on establishing a relationship of trust, listening
closely and asking the right questions. Sometimes
it depends on persistence.

Discussion questions: What are some ways a
filmmaker can get access to their subjects and
the story? Why might someone consent to allow a
filmmaker to document aspects of their life? How
can access change as the filming process moves
forward?

Getting the Shots Film — Chapter 12
(Special Features — The Shoot: Getting the Shots)

Main Points: Different filmmakers use various
approaches to recording events. Some let the
camera be their eye experiencing the event. Others
are very deliberate in how they frame and shoot
events. Some directors believe the camera should
not interrupt the exchange between the person
shooting and their subject, while others find it can
be used to provoke reactions productively. *Both
technical and personal qualities make a good
cameraperson. *Planning shots and sequences
ahead is just as important as flexibility once the
shoot is underway.

Discussion questions: What kinds of visual infor-
mation might a documentarian hope to get in their
shot? How does the cinematographer decide what
and when to film? How important is perspective
when shooting? *What are some characteristics
of a good cameraperson?



The Power of Images Film — Chapter 13
(Special Features — The Shoot: The Power of Images)

Main Points: Filmmakers constantly make aesthetic
choices about how the film looks with light, pho-
tography and camera positions. *There are many
layers of information that can be interpreted from
images. *It's important to decide whether or not
film is the best medium to convey an idea.

Discussion gquestions: How important is quality of
the image? How do documentarians manipulate
that quality? What tools do they have? What are
the consequences of selecting where to put the
camera?

Recreating Reality Film — Chapter 14
(Special Features — The Shoot: Recreating Reality)

Main Points: Some don’t like re-enactments, but
others find them revelatory and vital to how they
tell their story. The mixing of genres in today’s
media creates confusion about what is supposedly
“real” and what isn’t.

Discussion questions: What are some of the
reasons documentarians decide to use re-enact-
ments and recreations? What ethical issues does
the use of recreations raise? Is there a clear line
between documentary and fiction? What does each
genre have to offer the other?

Designing Sound Film — Chapter 15
(Special Features — Sound: Designing Sound)

Main Points: Recording good location sound will
greatly affect the filmmaker’s options in postproduc-
tion. Sound can enrich and expand the image
beyond what is on the screen. In the sound mix
the filmmaker can make decisions about the parts
they want us to hear. They make aesthetic choices
about how the film sounds and may add in sound
effects to enhance the viewer’s experience.

Discussion questions: What impact does capturing
good location sound have on the film? How do
filmmakers use sound to enhance the film? What
kinds of alterations do they make afterwards to the
sound they capture? What kinds of sounds might
they add to the soundtrack? What are some motiv-
ations for adding new elements/layers of sound?

Music: Enhancement or Intrusion? Film — Chapter 16
(Special Features — Sound: Music)

Main Points: Some documentarians feel that
music should not be used in documentary works
but many filmmakers routinely add background and
musical elements to deepen the meaning of the
film. *A good dialogue between the filmmaker and
the composer is pivotal to determining the film’s
musical needs. *How well integrated music and
image are in a film significantly affects the viewer’s
experience.

Discussion questions: How do documentarians use
music in their soundtrack? Is soundtrack music
justified in a film about real life? Are there times
when music does not seem appropriate in a docu-
mentary film? *What are some ways the director
and composer can discuss the music for a film?

Narration: A Voice in Your Ear Film — Chapter 17
(Special Features — Sound: Narration)

Main Points: Some filmmakers think narration
impairs the experience; some think it's a necessary
evil to move the story forward; others think it can
be a powerful aesthetic option. *Judging when and
where to use narration is a delicate balance.

Discussion questions: Should a documentary film
have narration? Is narration a band-aid or a creative
addition to a documentary?



Cutting Reality: The Art of Editing Film — Chapter 18
(Special Features — Editing: Director and Editor:
The Relationship and Working with the Footage)

Main Points: Editing requires working with the
material collected and distancing yourself from
the memory of what you had hoped to get before
and during your shoot. It can be a long process
and it is crucial to building the narrative thread of
a documentary. Some filmmakers make changes
in editing based on feedback from test audiences.
Editing involves wrestling with ethical choices.
There are many ways for the filmmaker and editor
to work together.

Discussion questions: What are some different
approaches to putting a film together in the edit
suite? How do filmmakers decide what should
stay and what should go? How do filmmakers
get feedback? Is editing an ethical as well as an
aesthetic process? *What are some ways for the
filmmaker and editor to work together?

Final Thoughts & Anecdotes Film — Epilogue
(Special Features — Final Thoughts & Anecdotes:
Chris Marker to the Rescue, Anatomy of a Scene,
Director as Immune System of the Film, A Confronta-
tion of Fictions, The Importance of Experimentation
and Filming: It's a Relationship)

Main Points: Documentarians sometimes want to
change the world, sometimes they want to enjoy
the world, sometimes they want to learn from it,
sometimes they want to share their insights and
experience about it. Changes in technology and
the role of media are having a significant impact on
people’s ability and desire to watch and to create
documentaries. *Over time filmmakers develop
their own vision of what documentary is to them.

Discussion guestions: What are some reasons
filmmakers work so hard at something that is
often difficult to make and ultimately may not be
seen by many people? Do you think the general
public’s interest in documentary is changing and
if so, why?



SUGGESTED CROSS-CURRICULAR ACTIVITIES

ADAPTABLE FOR ALL COURSE SUBJECTS

Viewing with discussion. You can show Capturing Reality in its entirety and discuss it with your students.
If you don’t have the time, or it isn’t appropriate to your course’s subject matter, you can assign the film
for viewing outside of class and replay key chapters in class. You can also select key chapters in the film
and/or the Special Features to trigger classroom discussion or show chapters in conjunction with a short
documentary or short news clip of your choice. (You may also want to assign Special Features segments
on the DVD or from the Web site as homework)

Scenarios (case studies). Students can put themselves in the shoes of flmmakers facing an ethical,
aesthetic or technical challenge after watching segments of Capturing Reality or select Special Features.
Write scenarios that engage students—that are about their own lives, the places and people they encounter.
Ask them to form small groups and to develop a position, exploring as well the reasoning behind it. Then
spokespeople from the group can share the group’s results. In each situation, people may come up with
different positions, as is clear from the film. Here are some suggested scenarios:

- After watching film Chapters 1-2, 5-6, 8-9 and matching Special Features, Topics (see Film and Special
Features section on pages 2-6 for related excerpts): You are making a cinéma vérité film about a year
in high school (or college). One of your most important characters, it turns out, is one of the leading
providers of illicit substances in the school. It’s a great story, and also it explains a lot about this char-
acter’s behaviour, friends and spending habits. Leaving it out would be lying about reality, and putting it
in would put them at risk of legal prosecution. What do you do?

- After watching film Chapters 1-3, 8, 14 and matching Special Features, Topics: You are making a docu-
mentary about a major corporation’s corrupt behaviour. You have audio, but you have no video for a
crucial piece of evidence showing that the corporation’s employees understood full well what they were
doing. You could run a generic background, you could use a collage of people’s faces, you could film
people in shadow, silhouette, behind fog or in Rotoscoping doing the actions of the people heard on
audio. What is the most responsible thing to do?

- After watching film Chapters 1-2, 5-6, 8, 11 and matching Special Features, Topics: You have been working
with an elderly quilt maker in your community about her life story, how she acquired her craft and what
stories her quilts tell. But she is now failing, and her daughter doesn’t like you. The daughter tells you
that you can’t film anymore and that you can’t use the material you've filmed so far. You think you have
enough material to tell a good story. You have a release from the quilt maker, but the daughter says it’s
not valid because she was already having memory problems when she signed it. What are the issues
you are balancing, and what will you do?



Role-playing. Students can role-play different filmmakers around similar scenarios. For instance, on the
question of whether re-enactment is appropriate, have 4 or 5 students assume the roles of filmmakers
such as Errol Morris, Michel Brault, Werner Herzog, Jessica Yu, Nick Broomfield, Kevin Macdonald, Serge
Giguére or Stan Neumann. You can also debate the question of whether interviews or voice-over narration
is appropriate. Students might choose to play a male filmmaker (Jean-Xavier de Lestrade, Kevin Macdonald
or Barry Stevens) while others play a female filmmaker (Jennifer Fox, Laura Poitras or Nettie Wild), and
discuss the challenges around commitment to subjects.

Note: This exercise will require a certain amount of research in order for the students to learn more about
the particular filmmaker beyond what is covered in Capturing Reality. Both the DVD and the Web site
provide a basic biography and filmography for each director featured in the film, which could be a good
stepping stone for this exercise.

Hold a debate. You can explore ethical, genre and aesthetic issues by way of a debate, in which one
team must attack and one team must defend a position. In all cases, of course, there is no correct side.
The goal is to bring to light typical one-sided arguments and then show why they are not adequate to the
challenge of making honest and honourable documentary films. Divide the class in half. Ask the sides to
meet to develop positions (reminding them that the job is to defend the position, not what they think is
right), or more casually simply ask students to chat for a few minutes with their neighbours. Then ask one
team to speak in defence of the position—informally, not according to debate rules, but using arguments
from the film. Ask members of the other side to refute that position, using arguments from the film. Some
debate topics might be:

» Documentarians exploit people when they take their stories and use them to entertain other people.

* A good documentary film should be able to let the characters and their conflicts tell the story;
you shouldn’t need a narrator to tell you what you're watching.

* Documentaries are no more truthful than fiction films because filmmakers manipulate reality when
they make their films.



SAMPLE TEACHING MODULES

FOR MEDIA PRODUCTION, MEDIA LITERACY, CINEMA STUDIES, ETHICS,
LITERATURE AND HUMANITIES, SOCIAL STUDIES AND JOURNALISM

Here are some sample modules, organized by curriculum area for secondary school and early post-sec-
ondary studies. You can customize the modules or use them as a spur to your own invention. Depending
on time and level of the course, you may want to supplement with or simply use or assign the Special
Features segments on the DVD or Web site.

Media Production/Media Literacy: Documentary filmmaking unit (4-8 hours)
Goal: To integrate core questions encountered by filmmakers and showcased in Capturing Reality into
student productions, with students seeing themselves as media creators with a range of choices to
approach aesthetic and ethical issues.

Method: Assign or watch the film in four units. The units could be divided as follows:

Setting up the project: Chapters 1-2, 19, Special Features, Topics: Getting Started, Exploring the Genre,
Planning and Preparation and Final Thoughts & Anecdotes.

Relationships with subjects and selection of style: Chapters 5-8, Special Features, Topics: Relationships,
and Truth, Perspective & Ethics: Truth.

Ethics and risks: Chapters 9-11, Special Features, Topics: Truth, Perspective & Ethics: Perspective/
Ethical Issues, The Shoot: Handling Risk and Adapting to Circumstances and Getting Access.

Elements of craft: Chapters 12-18, Special Features, Topics: The Shoot: Getting the Shots, the Power of
Images, Recreating Reality, and Sound: Designing Sound, Music, and Narration and Editing.

For each unit, students work on a short (3- to 5-minute) documentary. If you lack equipment, you can have
them write a treatment—a step-by-step description of the film. People can work in small groups, or as a whole.
Conclude the unit with a screening of work or, if a treatment, “pitch session” (a presentation of an idea
for a film, with description, usually made to prospective funders, described well at http://www3.nfb.ca/
webextension/thepoint/students.php). Follow up with a discussion related to points made in Capturing
Reality.

At the end of the unit, students could be expected to upload and share their film on a Web platform such
as YouTube or a school site. They could also post questions similar to the ones raised in the film about
their own film on those sites.

An important aspect of media literacy is the understanding that all media is constructed and that different
people experience or express messages differently. If you wish to explore this aspect further, visit the
Center for Media Literacy website, and ask students to deconstruct a short documentary, their own work,
or the work of their classmates using the CML’s Five Key Questions.

Suggestions for structuring the production assignment: Chose one or more topics yourself or in a brain-
storm session with your students. Regardless of how you structure this (assigned topics by the teacher
or chosen by students), students should make a film about something they know or are passionate about
and that they can realistically produce within the confines of a school, classroom or local community.




Media Literacy/English/Cinema Studies: Genre-What defines a documentary?

1. Goal: To define the genre of documentary film using the actual experiences of filmmakers as shown in
Capturing Reality and in the Special Features.

Begin by a brainstorming session, asking fundamental questions such as: What is a documentary? What
documentaries have you seen? What have you liked and disliked?

View one or more short documentaries, for instance from the National Film Board of Canada, Quantum
Shift, or Media that Matters Festival. (You could assign specific films or have students select and vote on
the films to watch.) Discuss how this work fits the expectations and differs from those of the students.
Apply the CML’s Five Key Questions to further explore and deconstruct the media at hand.

Encourage students to research the filmmaker behind the film that they have just watched. What did they
learn about this particular filmmaker? What would this filmmaker say in response to what is discussed in
Chapters 1-5, 19 in the film and the relevant Special Features?

As a class activity, students might pick a favourite director and discuss how this person would respond,
providing rationale based on research and the content, technique and style of the film.

2. Goal: To understand that documentaries are made by individuals for a wide range of reasons, with a
wide range of approaches. Nonetheless, they still work within a recognized genre of documentary film.

Watch Chapters 1-5, 19 of Capturing Reality and relevant Special Features. Discuss how filmmakers think
about their work and what a documentary is for them. How do their experiences differ from the students’
expectations before they watched?

Briefly discuss differences between students’ attitudes about documentary before watching the film
and after. Follow with Special Features excerpts from two contrasting filmmakers, for example Alanis
Obomsawin, who has a clear social mission for her work, and Werner Herzog, who uses reality as a tapestry
for his existential quest. Or you could compare Jennifer Baichwal and Errol Morris; both are driven to
explore philosophical questions, but in different styles. Or compare Catherine Martin and Serge Giguére'’s
relationship with character and subject. Discuss how differently they define their task and how it affects the
documentary that results. How are subjects and/or events treated differently by different filmmakers—for
instance, directors with opposing points of view, directors from varying cultural, socio-economic and ethnic
backgrounds, directors of varying age groups and by those with specific audience intentions (for instance
a film for young people, a film for teachers, a film for television viewers)?

As an activity, assign students a topic and have them write a description of two films, each told from a
perspective represented by one of the filmmakers. Or simply ask them to deal with the same subject
matter from two perspectives.



Literature/Cinema Studies: Storytelling
1. Goal: To investigate the range of narrative approaches in documentary film.

First, view a short film, perhaps from NFB.ca, or another of your choice, and discuss with students what
they understood to be the plot and the structure of the film. Ask who was telling the story, and how they
knew that. Ask who the leading characters were. You can assign, in conjunction, the paragraphs associated
with script in this helpful overview from A Danish Journal of Film Studies. (Editor: Richard Raskin, Number
13, March 2002. Department of Information and Media Studies. University of Aarhus)

2. Goal: To introduce the notion that films about real life involve choices about how to tell the story, and
devices and approaches that parallel those in other texts.

View Chapters 3-5, 7, 12-18 and, if time permits, the related Special Features segments.

Discuss:
» What narrative strategies do the filmmakers in Capturing Reality employ and why?

» What design elements and aesthetic choices affect the storytelling?

» How are stories told and how would this story be different if it were written in a book?
A newsmagazine? A television program? On the news?

* How does the format dictate the message?
* What is required of the audience in each of these situations?

* How does this requirement shape the impact of the message on the audience? (For instance, watching
films on TV is a relatively passive activity while reading a book is an active process; news is often lacking
context while watching a full film often provides context for a situation.)

3. Goal: To demonstrate the many tools and choices used by filmmakers in creating a story out of real-life
material and characters.

As an activity, have students imagine a film as a play, newspaper article, advertisement, book, magazine
article or other mode of expression.



Social Studies/Journalism

Some documentarians think of themselves as journalists; most, however, think of themselves as story-
tellers of significant and interesting aspects of real life. Capturing Reality can show how important public
affairs issues are addressed in long form, storytelling mode.

1. Goal: To demonstrate the variety of ways that social issues can be covered and to show the impact of
different expressive choices on what is told.

Choose a current affairs topic that is touched upon in Capturing Reality, for instance, economic develop-
ment in Africa (Darwin’s Nightmare, Hubert Sauper, or The Invisible Hand, Sylvain L'Esperance), human
impact on the planet (Manufactured Landscapes, Jennifer Baichwal), disappearing ways of life (Pour la
suite du monde, Michel Brault), transnational justice (The Pinochet Case, Patricio Guzman), terrorism
(One Day in September, Kevin Macdonald), indigenous rights (Kanehsatake: 270 Years of Resistance,
Alanis Obomsawin), or the war in Iraq (My Country, My Country, Laura Poitras). Select a news segment,
for instance from the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (www.cbc.ca), and have students comment on
the message and what was learned. Compare it with a short article from a national-level newspaper on
the same general topic.

2. Goal: To raise for discussion the impact of form and style on delivery of information in daily journalism.

Discuss the students’ expectations for what a documentary on such topics should look like. As a follow-
up, show Chapters 1-3, 7-10, 17 and 19, with related Special Features if time permits. Discuss how these
filmmakers approach the topics they address and how their choices differ from a journalist working for
a newspaper, radio, TV or Web service. Discuss how the difference in time commitment to the topic the
journalist or the filmmaker can make will affect the coverage the story gets.



Ethics/Media Literacy (1-4 hours, depending on choice of options):

The suggested activities explore the ethical challenges of telling something truthful about something in
real life. Understand that all expression involves not only aesthetic but ethical choices.

First, assign students to watch, or watch in class, Chapters 1-3, 5-9, 11 and 14 from Capturing Reality:
The Art of Documentary.

Then, assign students to watch, either as a group or out of class, one of the films discussed in the film.
Assign or screen Special Features segments after the film screening.

1. Goal: To raise & explore ethical choices in documentary film.

a) For instance, you might use Standard Operating Procedure, Errol Morris’s documentary about the photo-
graphs taken in the Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq.

Discuss: Do you agree with Errol Morris’s choices for portrayal of character, interviewing and re-enactment?
What are the principles on which you found your support or disagreement?

What would this film look like if it were told from someone else’s perspective (a victim, a government
official)?

Whose voice is absent or omitted from the film? Who did you want to hear from? Why do you think this
voice was excluded — was it a question of access or of choice?

From whose point of view is this story told? Do you feel that this person is well positioned to tell the story?
Are there cultural, gender or class issues at play in this film and how the story is told?

b) You might choose instead to show a film by Alanis Obomsawin, for instance, Kanehsatake: 270 Years
of Resistance (available free online at NFB.ca).

Discuss: Should Obomsawin have spent more time showing the other side of the story? How did Obomsawin
create interest in and empathy for the Mohawk activists? Was this fair? Why or why not? How does she
use technique to reinforce her political position? Discuss the impact of technique on the audience (for
instance, note the angle of view in representing the police, her narration, her positioning and representa-
tion of the opponents). Compare her film to media coverage of the standoff. How does it differ from what
you can learn from watching the news?

¢) You might, alternatively, choose Nettie Wild’s A Place Called Chiapas, which explores the movement for
indigenous rights led by a left-wing Mexican scholar. Discuss: How does the film position the viewer? Does
Wild, as a Canadian, have a right to make a film about civil rights struggles in Mexico?



Ethics/Media Literacy (1-4 hours, depending on choice of options): Continued

2. Goal: To understand the ethical challenges filmmakers (and other storytellers about real life) face, to
see the range of approaches and attitudes and to discover common themes, for instance the developing
of mutual respect between filmmaker and subject.

Select, with the students, ethical challenges raised in the film, for instance those raised in the questions
in Choice A. View, with the students, Special Features related to these questions — for instance, sections
Relationships, Truth, Perspective & Ethics. Discuss the ethical grounds or principles that seem to inform
the decisions that filmmakers make (even though they do not articulate them as such). Ask students how
they arrived at these principles or reasons for the attitudes and actions of the filmmakers.
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TRUTH,
PERSPECTIVE

PLANNING & RELATIONSHIPS

PREPARATION & ETHICS

GETTING EXPLORING

STARTED THE GENRE

P,
ers,oe c the
Ettha/ /SSUG
'S

JENNIFER BAICHWAL
MANFRED BECKER
MICHEL BRAULT ° °
NICK BROOMFIELD
JOAN CHURCHILL
MALCOLM CLARKE ° ° °
EDUARDO COUTINHO ° °
PAUL COWAN
JEAN-XAVIER DE LESTRADE °
MOLLY DINEEN ° °
JENNIFER FOX
SERGE GIGUERE ° ° °
DENIS GHEERBRANT °
PATRICIO GUZMAN °
WERNER HERZOG
SCOTT HICKS ° °
HEDDY HONGIMANN
JEAN-DANIEL LAFOND
SYLVAIN L'ESPERANCE °
JEAN PIERRE LLEDO
KIM LONGINOTTO ° °
KEVIN MACDONALD ° ° °
CATHERINE MARTIN
ALBERT MAYSLES °
ERROL MORRIS °
STAN NEUMANN ° °
ALANIS OBOMSAWIN °
LAURA POITRAS ° °
EMMANUEL PRIOU
VELCROW RIPPER
HUBERT SAUPER
RAKESH SHARMA ° °
CLAIRE SIMON °
BARRY STEVENS ° °
SABIHA SUMAR
NETTIE WILD °
PETER WINTONICK °
JESSICA YU °




SPECIAL FEATURES BY FILMMAKER AND TOPICS
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(Faber & Faber, 2006).

Rabinger, Michael. Directing the Documentary (Focal Press, 2004).
National Film Board Web site — www.nfb.ca
Peter Wintonick, Cinéma vérité: Defining the Moment (National Film Board, 1999).

Witness, Video for Change Training Guide (Pluto Press, 2005), also found at
http://www.witness.org/index.php?option=com content&task=view&id=277&ltemid=207

Visit the Capturing Reality Web site: www.nfb.ca/capturingreality for more related resources.

USER GUIDE CREDITS

Written by Patricia Aufderheide, Director of the Center for Social Media at American University, Washing-
ton, DC in collaboration with Pepita Ferrari, writer/director of Capturing Reality: The Art of Documentary.

NFB Project Leader: Susan Nosov

NFB contributors: Veronica Barton, Kristine Collins, Dylan McGinty and Michelle van Beusekom
Educational consultants: Elizabeth Miller, Susan Stranks, and Darrell Varga

Copy editor: Nancy Barr

Design and layout: Communication Malabar



