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STORY TIPS: 
 
For a short film (1-2 min) to be completed within a week, try to stick to a narration 
that is 150-200 words MAX. This will ensure that the digital film is a do-able length – 
better quality than quantity in this case. 
 
Try to encourage students choose a topic that they are passionate about ~ it is 
an intensive process and it’s important that they care about the message behind 
the film to see it through.  
 
Whether the story is a traditional one (such as a folk tale), a poem, or more of an 
essay-style piece, the convention is that a film has a/an: 

- beginning (setting the tone, establishing the place, introducing the 
subject or main character and problem or question that will be 
investigated and/or answered), 

- middle (the bulk of the film that leads the audience from beginning to 
end)  

- end (the pay-off / conclusion), similar to an essay they might write.  
 
If you are to complete the films within 5 days, perhaps spend a day or so (class or 
two) on writing the story. 
 
If students choose to base their story in interview form, the principle is the same, 
however, instead of writing the story fully out, they might want to create an 
outline of the story that their interviewee is going to tell (if they know it), or else, 
spend the time creating interview questions.  
 
*Interviewing can be very challenging to whittle down into bite-sized pieces as 
people have a tendency to repeat themselves, or have long ummmms, or not 
answer the question that you’re asking. (Of course this can be edited out 
sometimes, but it can be difficult). Still, it is a valuable way of telling a person’s 
Point of View and story so it’s worth the effort. Attached are some interviewing 
tips that will help streamline answers.  
 



  4 

INTERVIEWING TIPS: 
 
Prepare your questions in advance (at least 5-10 questions) 
Have the interviewee answer in complete sentences (with your question in the 
answer).  
 
For example:  
Can you tell me what year you were born and where?  
(I was born in Seoul Korea in 1976)  
versus 
When were you born?  
(1976). 
 
The first answer is much more complete and you can use it without having your 
interview question in the final piece… 
 
Try not to ask questions that will end in a yes or no answer –  
Start questions like – Could you tell me about, What are your thoughts on… 
Describe to me… 
 
Ask one question at a time. 
 
Try not to overlap your voice with theirs – and try to keep quiet while they are 
speaking. … 
 
Recording sound outside CAN be difficult (especially if you are contending with 
wind). If you can record in a wind-protected area, great! Also, walking can be 
noisy!! Try to record when you are standing, sitting. Of course the sound of 
footsteps in the background (recorded separately) can be fun as a context 
sound  
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STORYBOARDING  
 
Storyboarding can be done with simple sticky notes. Students can sketch the 
rough image on a sticky note & attach it to a large sheet of paper. Then write a 
sentence or fragment of a sentence below it. They would do this for their entire 
story. For students who are more visual, this is a good way to get them thinking 
about what they would like to shoot. They can use this as their ‘map’. 
 
 

 
There once was a happy cat            Then, something started buzzing in it’s ear 
       

 
It wouldn’t go away    it kept circling the cat’s head… 
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SHOTLISTS 
 
If the students are less interested in drawing and more interested in writing then 
they can come up with a ‘Shotlist’.  
 
They can simply create a chart like this below: 
 
  
Narration 
 

Shot Format 

There once was a happy 
cat 

Cat sitting looking content 
(medium shot) 

photograph 

Then, something started 
buzzing in it’s ear 

Cat looking at a fly (can see it’s 
eyes looking) 

photograph 

It wouldn’t go away  Cat still looking at the fly – now in 
another direction 

photograph 

it kept circling the cat’s 
head… 

Image of the fly swirling around 
the cat’s head (cat looks angry) 

Photograph and collage 
with fly 

 
  
Again, this will act as a map as well as a list to refer back to and check off when 
the students are out getting imagery. 
 
They can be more detailed as well – including things like whether something is a 
Wide Shot (WS) , Medium Shot (MS) , Close Up (CU), or Extreme Close Up (ECU) 
(These are discussed later under “Shooting Tips”) 
 
The more precise they can be, the smoother their shoot will be! 
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SOUND RECORDING: (1-2 classes) 
 
For students who are narrating their pieces, it is a great idea to have them record 
their narration as soon as it is written down. This way they can get a true sense of 
how long their piece is, and they can already put their sound into their timeline in 
the editing software.  
 
If you are using the Zoom Audio Recorder, the most important thing to remember 
is to monitor the ‘levels’. Try to keep them between -6 and -12. (you can see the 
numbers on the screen & change the REC Level by hitting + or –) 
 

 
 
This will ensure that you are not recording too loud, or too quietly.  
 
Take notes: if you are recording several tracks, it is handy to have a notebook 
with notes on which tracks were good, which ones had issues etc. It will make 
your life a lot easier when you are editing!  
 
Remember to grab ‘ambient’ sounds/noises – You might be focusing on your 
interview subject, but don’t take for granted the setting you are in. If you are 
outside, there might be some background noises (birds, rivers, rustling leaves, 
traffic) – try to capture those kinds of sounds on their own to create a bit of an 
atmosphere for the listener.  
 
Also, whether you are outside or inside make sure to record ROOMTONE (this is, 
60 secs of ambient sound – of the room (no one talking) just background sound 
so that when you are editing, there are no blank spaces of complete silence. It’s 
amazing how loud a quiet room actually is! USE HEADPHONES!!! This is ESSENTIAL. 
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VISUALS (Still Photographs & Original Artwork) (2-4 classes) 
 
Technically, ‘Digital Storytelling’ pairs still photography with narration / audio 
tracks. However, if you have a video camera at your disposal, and know how to 
use it, of course you are welcome to. For the purposes of this toolkit however, 
only photography will be addressed, although many of the principles are the 
same as with video.  
 
One of the pros of only using still imagery is that it gives students the chance to 
properly frame their work without being distracted by movement. They also can 
get a sense of editing along a timeline in a very effective manner. Editing with 
video can be more complex and less user-friendly for first-time users. 
 
ORIGINAL ARTWORK & Copyright 
 
Original Artwork (like drawings, photos of objects, stop-motion animation with 
cardboard cutouts or claymation, and photography) is strongly encouraged. This 
also goes for original music. It encourages creativity and original work, but also, a 
surprising number of students do not seem to know about copyright. Drawings 
can always be scanned in, and free software such as FrameThief and 
inexpensive iStopMotion are great for stop-motion animation. 
 
If students are interested in putting their work online or submitting it to a festival, 
they need to either own all original artwork OR have permission to use material 
(photographs, artwork, music) from artists and sources. Simply downloading 
things from the internet is not actually legal.  
 
If students are making the films simply as an exercise, and the works are just used 
for classroom purposes they could use sources from wherever, however they 
should learn about copyright as well as give credit to sourced material.  
 
An exception is Creative Commons material that allows different levels of usage 
(from sharing and copying to reusing and repurposing). For more information on 
this, visit: http://www.creativecommons.org 
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SHOOTING TIPS: 
 
FRAMING + COMPOSITION 
 

For Students: 
 
Think carefully about how you want your entire frame to 
look. Don’t waste a bit of your frame. A picture tells a 
thousand words – this might be true, but don’t take it for 
granted! You can help tell the thousand words with your 
own unique point of view by the choices you make 
when you take a photo. 
 
What is in the background?  
Does it help to inform whatever is in your foreground?  
Or vice versa? 
 
You might not know this gentleman, however you can 
make some guesses about him just by seeing some of 
the things in his surroundings. 
 

 
 
Make sure that the background is not too busy so that you can’t focus on the main 
subject like this: (terrible!) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
**Remember in film/tv, everything is horizontally oriented – try to take your photos with 
this in mind – depending on your camera, it will either be a ratio of 4 x 3 (rectangle) or 
HD which is 16 x 9 (long and skinnier rectangle).  
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If you do take a vertical photo, just be aware that there will be black bars on either side 
of the photo, like this: 
 

 
or you’ll need to crop it to fit, for example:

 
 
Rule of Thirds 

 
This is an interesting rule – 
apparently, they discovered during 
the Renaissance period, that the 
eye is very uncomfortable with 
seeing an object smack dab in the 
middle of a picture. So, in other 
words, try to place your subject to 
the left or right of the middle of the 
photo, or in the upper third or lower 
third: 
 
 
This photo doesn’t work because 
she’s right in the middle, and her 
head is confused with the 

information behind her. It would be a much better photo if she was standing a little more 
to the left. 



  11 

 
 
 
Lighting 
 
Think about whether your lighting is right – is the sun directly behind your subject? If so, 
you are going to get a silhouette – it will be hard to see the face of your subject. Try to 
find the right angle that is going to highlight your subject in the most flattering way.  
Some cameras have a backlight option that you can click on if you can’t get another 
angle. Of course, sometimes a silhouette can be just what you want: 
 

 
 
Be careful using the flash – often it will blow out the subject’s details – try taking an 
image without and with the flash to see the effect you like. Unlike the old days you guys 
are lucky you can take hundreds of different shots without wasting precious film   
 
If you know how to use manual features, great! Here you can open up the aperture to 
let in more light + slow down the camera so that you can avoid using the flash, but have 
a naturally brighter image.  
 
Here are a couple of links that discuss manual settings like ‘f-stop’ and aperture: 
http://photo.net/learn/basic-photo-tips/aperture-shutterspeed-iso/ 
http://www.redbubble.com/people/peterh111/journal/5725038-the-easy-guide-to-
understanding-aperture-f-stop 
 
Types of shots: 
 
The more you have a sense of the story you want to tell when you go on your field trip, 
the better off you are, because you can prepare a ‘shotlist’ (or a list of the images you 
want to take) of the kinds of images you want to use to tell your story. Makes it a lot 
easier ‘in the field’! 
 
If you don’t know what your project yet is, that is fine too! 
Try, however, to get a variety of images including: 
 



  12 

“Establishing shots” – these are images that will immediately give the audience a 
context of the place you are in.  
               

So, for example, if you are 
documenting a person in a natural 
setting, near a the river, take a 
couple of ‘wide shots’ of the natural 
setting - including the river, and of 
the surroundings so that we know 
where she/he is.  
 
 
Or, if you are inside of a building for 
an interview, make sure to take a 
photo of the building from outside 
(maybe there’s a sign on it that 
explains what it is). 
 

 
 
Other ones to have fun with are Medium & Close Up or Extreme 
Close Up shots! If you are doing a portrait, you can be creative 
with the kinds of things that you document – An image from 
waist up (medium shot), just his/her face, (close up), or Extreme 
Close up: maybe a very close shot of his/her eyes, hands - 
depending on what you want to say, it’s nice to have a variety.  
 
If you play with extreme close ups, you will notice that the 
background will be blurry – this can have an interesting effect 
sometimes. 
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MOVEMENT: 
 
Depending on how much light you have, things might appear blurry:  
 

 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(you might want this) – or you can take a few shots to give the sense of movement:  
 

 
 
(this is my brother and I jumping out of our grandparents’ cupboard ) 
 
My grandfather must have taken these last two photos – he obviously was having a 
good time when he shot these! Which is my last bit of advice – HAVE FUN! ENJOY taking 
your pictures – the more you care about the subject you choose to document, the 
stronger the piece is that you make!!!  
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EDITING (2-3 classes) 
 
Once the students have gone out and collected all their images and sounds, the next 
very exciting process is where it all comes together in EDITING! 
 
The most basic software that comes for free with Mac computers is iMovie, however 
based on various workshops I would also highly recommend Final Cut as well, as it offers 
more options and flexibility. VEGAS is another option. 
 
Most students are highly intuitive with computers, and seeing as schools have varying 
versions of iMovie, I will not include an extensive tutorial of iMovie (you can do the 
various user-friendly tutorials that come with the software or online: 
http://www.apple.com/support/imovie/ 
 
Here are some tips however: 
 
File Management: This is huge. Make sure each student has a folder on the hard drive 
that has their name and all their original source material. If it’s possible, please try to 
back up their files every night to an external drive. (Often computers crash – there’s 
nothing more devastating than losing all your work – at least this way they won’t have to 
start from scratch). Don’t let kids work off of their little usb storage drives or off the 
desktop or random places. Try to keep it all in one place! 
 
iMovie only works if photos are in iPhoto, movie files are in the Movies folder, and music 
or audio files are in iTunes. Final Cut does not care where you store your files, so it is easier 
to keep track of everything in one folder. 
 
Basic components: Sound, Picture & Text. 

- If students can first import their sound in the timeline, then they can match 
their pictures according to what is going on in the narration. It is one of the 
best ways of starting a digital story.  

- They can put together a ‘rough assembly’ together in a day or two – which is 
just a rough placement of which images go where with the sound.  

- Once they have filled the timeline (a good practice, even if they’re not sure of 
the images), then they can start tweaking and enhancing their piece. They 
can play with ‘transitions’ (such as cross dissolves, fading to black, iMovie has 
some funkier ones (careful with those!) etc.).  

- Make sure to leave some breathing room – don’t have narration wall to wall or 
too many pictures crammed into too little space.  

- Have students write up a credits list – they can make credits at the end of their 
piece – again iMovie has lots of templates for them to use as guides. 
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Outputting to DVD (1 class) 
 
There are many different settings for outputting films to a DVD –  
If you go to the top menu to SHARE you will see that you can output it directly to iDVD, 
which also comes with your mac, or you can go to SHARE > Export Movie, which gives 
you a selection of file types (for ipod, mobile, etc), or you can go to SHARE > Export to 
Quicktime which allows you to really customize. If you are putting all the films on one 
dvd then you might want to do the last option, save all the movies once they’ve been 
turned into quicktime .mov files and then one on computer build the dvd.  
 
Here is how:  
 
Go to Share > Export Using Quicktime 
Type in the name of your movie if you haven’t already 
 

 
 
Go to the list below under Export and select Movie to Quicktime Movie 
Click Options 
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click settings in the pop-up window 
under compression type, select H.264, then select under Key Frames, Automatic 
and under Quality, select Best. Hit OK. 
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Click on size and select the size of the project – if it's the latest iMovie version it’s likely HD 
1920 x 1080. 
 
Hit OK. 
 

 
 
And then save it to the MOVIES folder.  
Once it’s done, copy that .mov file to an external drive and grab the rest of the movies 
from the students’ computers.  
 
You can then go to iDVD and start building your masterpiece! 
Again, there are numerous tutorials for iDVD – pick a theme + have fun!! 
(**Make sure you put all the .mov files in the MOVIES folder on your computer so iDVD 
can find them) 
 
 
THE SCREENING! 
 
There is nothing like celebrating all this ridiculously hard and worthwhile work by sharing 
& showcasing the films with family & friends. Find a projector, grab some speakers and 
make a special night out of your students’ (and your) hard work!! 
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Suggested Basic Equipment List: 
 
         

- digital still cameras (1 per filmmaker or filmmaking team) 
- digital video camera (optional – helpful for stop-motion animation if 

using with iStopMotion or FrameThief software) 
- audio recorder – H4N Zoom Audio Recorder highly recommended 
- Mac computers (ideally having 1-2 students max per computer, but 

obviously this can’t always be the case) 
- Tripod(s) 

 
        Software: 

- iMovie or FinalCut (for Mac) 
- Sony VEGAS or Premiere (for PC) 
- Photoshop Elements (economic version of Photoshop CS, but does all 

the photo-editing you need) 
- GarageBand (for Mac) for music making 
- iStopMotion or FrameThief for stop-motion animation 
- iDVD for dvd making 

 
Handy to have: 

- DV to firewire cable for video to computer (x however many cameras) 
- card reader (multiple camera SD card reader) – this is great so that you 

can import files from multiple cameras, audio recorders and devices 
(instead of having to import via usb cable from camera) 

- Hard drive x 1 or 2 to back up files 
- Blank DVDs & covers 
- Audio splitters (enables two people working at a station to use two sets 

of headphones 
- Headphones (Most kids have access to these!) 
- Portable Speakers 
- Extension cords & multiple power sources 
- Sharpies 
- Paper (computer, construction, sticky notes) 
- Pens, pencils, color pencils etc. 
- Tacks, masking tape 

 


