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ESSENTIAL ELEMENTS OF 
FICTIONAL NARRATIVE FILMMAKING 
by Clifton Raphael, Jenks High School film teacher 

Production values  
 
• Production values include shot composition, lighting, focus, choice of 

shots, shot angles (for instance, low-angle or high-angle), and shot 
steadiness.  We’ll look at a number of these in this document.  Others, 
we’ll discuss in class. 

 
• Strong production values encourage viewers to feel that they’re in the 

hands of a professional filmmaker. 
 

 Types of shots 
 
• There are various types of shots.  We’ll cover the main ones here. 

 
• It’s (generally) a good thing to vary your shots—not just for the sake of 

visual variety, but also because different types of shots have differing 
impacts on your audience. 

 
 

 
The Wide Shot (also known as a “long shot”—I’m not too fond of this 
designation myself, though, since “long” can also refer to how long you stay 
on a shot when filming or editing, so I personally prefer “wide shot”) 
 
Exactly as the name suggests, this shot is wider, providing the viewer a better 
sense of the “mise en scène,” the different elements that make up the scene. 
 
In the wide shot below from Ali Seibal’s Lonely Ghost, we can clearly see that 
the main character—the ghost in the white sheet—is on a playground. 
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The Establishing Shot 
 
An establishing shot “establishes” where we are in the physical world, providing a location frame-
of-reference for the viewer. 
 
In the example below from Gage Morgan’s The Visitor, we see that we’re in a large room with a 
young man who’s playing a video game. 
 
Note:  Not every wide shot is an establishing shot, though most tend to be.  For instance, you could 
have a wide shot in which we see things that we don’t understand—in which case, it really 
wouldn’t establish for the viewer where we are.  This might especially be true in a fantasy or 
science fiction film. 
 
And by the same token, not every establishing shot is a wide shot.  For instance, if you open a 
scene with a close-up of a ball going through a basketball hoop, you’ve established for the viewer 
that we’re on a court of some kind (though whether we’re in, say, a gym or driveway likely 
wouldn’t be revealed until the filmmaker cuts to a wider shot). 

The Medium Wide Shot 
 
A closer version of the wide shot, a 
medium wide offers the viewer more 
detail.  It often follows a wide shot, as is 
the case with the medium shot 
represented by the frame to the right. 
Incidentally, the dark foreground object 
in this frame capture is the moving leg(s) 
of a girl sitting near the ghost on the 
same swing set.  Having both the human 
legs in the foreground and the ghost in 
the background drives home the 
message of the ghost’s loneliness. 
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The Full Shot 
 
In a full shot, we see 
the character from 
head to foot (or 
nearly head to foot; 
head-to-ankle would 
still be considered a 
full shot).  

The Medium Shot 
 
This shot is sometimes called a “waist shot,” due to the fact 
that—in the case of a person—it frames the character from 
approximately the waist up. 
 
As you can see in the medium shot below, a medium shot often 
allows the filmmaker to include in the frame other elements that 
a close-up would not.  And unlike in a wide shot, in a medium you 
can still register some of the emotion on the character in the 
shot—plus other detail you might not catch in a wider shot. 

From Rori Johnson’s Ready or Not  

From Analicia Wilde’s Hidden in the Trees  
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The Close-up (sometimes also known as a “tight shot”) 
 
A close-up (abbreviated CU) can be of a person’s face, a part of their body 
(e.g., a CU of the character’s hand as they reach for something), or of an 
object or animal. 

Here are two close-ups 
from the same scene in 
Zane Smith and Gabe 
Tiong’s short film How 
to Catch a Guy. 

The Point-of-View (POV) shot 
 
A point-of-view shot shows what the person is looking at exactly from that 
person’s perspective.  It’s sometimes paired with a shot of the character 
looking directly into the camera. 
 
In the examples above, of the two close-up shots, they’re both also POV 
shots.  Why?  Because each character is looking directly at the other 
character.  So the CU of the girl’s face reflects the boy’s point-of-view, and 
the CU of the boy’s face reflects her point-of-view. 
 
Note that a POV shot does not have to be a close-up.  And not every CU is a 
POV. 
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Here’s another point-of-view pair, 
from Bryanna Pitzer’s Fruit Fiasco. 
The girl in the first shot is looking 
at the melon in the second shot. 
And—because the first shot here is 
part of a point-of-view pair—the 
filmmaker can “get away with” 
having her look directly into the 
camera. 

The follow-up shot 
shows the melon from 
her point of view. 

Note:  You may be familiar with the term “breaking the fourth wall.”  The 
technique is used, for example, in the Deadpool films—where the Deadpool 
character stops in the middle of a scene, looks into the camera and directly 
addresses the audience.  It’s called “breaking the fourth wall” because you can 
think of the film frame as having three (essentially imaginary) walls—two side 
walls and a back wall (plus, of course, a “ceiling” and a “floor”).  The fourth wall, 
then, is where the camera is positioned.  So when a character directly addresses 
us, they’re said to be “breaking” what would be the fourth wall, the one where 
the film camera is. 
 
In the above example from the short Fruit Fiasco, the girl isn’t technically breaking 
the fourth wall, since she’s not acknowledging the presence of the film 
audience—nor is she acknowledging that she’s a character in a movie.  You might 
think of it more like “bending” the fourth wall instead. 
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The Extreme Close-up (ECU) 
 
This shot is exactly what the name implies—an even closer version of the CU.  It’s often 
used to draw the viewer’s attention in even more to what’s being shown in the shot. 
 
While the ECUs in the following examples are of faces, ECUs can really be of anything 
that you’re trying to focus your audience’s attention on or show them in even greater 
detail. 

Two extreme close-ups 
from How to Catch a 
Guy.  These shots 
followed in direct 
succession the close-ups 
shown above. 
 
The effect in this case 
was to heighten the 
tension and suspense. 

Another example of an extreme 
close-up, but this time of an object, 
a toad toy.  In this film, the “last 
man on earth” has an imaginary 
friendship with the toy.  By going to 
the ECU here, the filmmaker 
emphasizes the toad’s eyes, and 
that choice in turn makes us relate 
emotionally to the toad, and by 
extension to the young man who’s 
transformed it into his friend. 

From Levi Lee’s The Last Man on Earth Heard a 
Knock at the Door  
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One more example of an ECU of 
an object, from Eli Gavrilko’s short 
Snubbed. 
In the previous series of shots, the 
filmmaker shows the artist 
furiously defacing his painting with 
random strokes of paint.  The 
artist is angry and frustrated.  
Filming the dribbling of the paint 
in an ECU makes it look less like 
paint and more like blood, 
symbolizing the artist’s personal 
pain. 

The two-shot 
 
A two-shot features two of the film’s characters, usually giving them similar 
weight (importance).  For instance, in the shots below—both from Rachel 
Oakes’s short film Homecoming—the actions portrayed in the two-shots 
communicate the establishing of the girls’ friendship. 
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  The Over-the-Shoulder Shot (OTS) 
 
An OTS also features two of the story’s characters, but in this case we see 
only one of their faces, in order to draw the viewer’s attention exclusively 
to that character.  In the example below, it’s important that we see both 
characters, since the one girl—in the gray top—has come by to apologize to 
the other.  But since the filmmaker wanted to focus the viewer’s attention 
on the other girl’s reaction to the apology, she chose to use an OTS. 

In this example, from 
Hidden in the Trees, the 
filmmaker Analicia 
Wilde employs an OTS 
to emphasize the main 
character’s 
estrangement from the 
other girls in the 
distance. 
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Coverage 
 
Which shot to use then, when filming?  Is it best to film a particular 
character in a medium shot, long shot, or close-up? 
 
And when filming two characters together, should you shoot them in a 
two-shot, an OTS, or individually in singles (single shots of each person 
separately) to be juxtaposed later in post*?  
 
The answer is coverage.  Even if you’ve created a detailed and effective 
storyboard or shot list prior to filming, you want to give yourself as much 
flexibility as possible in post.  So, time permitting, film each scene with a 
wide variety of angles and shot types.  That way, you can decide when 
editing whether at any given moment a close-up or medium shot (for 
example) would work best. 
 
Getting as much coverage as possible also helps you disguise or even 
completely eliminate shooting issues in post.  For example, let’s say you 
were filming a medium shot of one of your actors, and you didn’t notice 
that they briefly looked at the camera when they shouldn’t have.  But then 
later, when editing, you discovered that the close-up version of that same 
moment was “clean”—no problems.  So you could then cover the mistake 
by using the CU when editing. 
 
*(Note: Post production—or “post”—is the work of filmmaking that takes place after 
“principal photography”—basically, all of the filming—has been completed.  Post mainly 
involves editing but also includes the important work of color correction, sound design, 
sound editing, and any non-practical visual effects.) 
 

Other uses for coverage 
 

Coverage isn’t just a matter of obtaining a variety of different shots.  Sometimes, you’ll 
employ coverage to get various expressions (or line deliveries, in the case of dialogue) 
from your actors. 
 
Remember that when it comes to acting for film, less is more.  In live theater, actors 
usually “play it big” so that even audience members in the back rows can see and hear 
their expressions.  In film, that’s obviously not necessary.  With that in mind, always 
obtain at least one take where your actor portrays little or no emotion.  Sometimes 
just by pairing this emotionless shot with the right image in editing, you can 
manipulate your viewer into feeling a certain way (an effect known as “associative 
montage”). 
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Insert shots 
 
Insert shots are shots that are inserted into a scene—almost always in 
order to direct the viewer’s attention to something or to provide detail that 
otherwise wouldn’t be available to the viewer. 
 
Note:  While the terms “cutaways” and “inserts” are often interchangeable, 
sometimes the term cutaway is used to distinguish a shot that totally cuts 
away from the action of the scene to take you somewhere else in place 
and/or time.  For instance, a “flashback” to something that’s happened 
previously in the life of your character would be a cutaway. 

Consider this example of inserts from Lauren Cargal and Sophia 
Smith’s short film In Tandem. 

A young man in a café receives a note from the young woman 
sitting across from him.  This action takes place in a medium wide.  

The filmmakers want the audience to see what’s on the note, so 
they film—and, later in post, edit in—a medium insert shot of the 
note.  
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  The filmmakers then provide us two progressively tighter shots, 
not just so that we can read the note better…  

…but also, especially by means of the extreme close-up (ECU) 
below, so that we get a visual sense of the strong impact the note 
is having on him. 
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Here’s another example of continuity editing, from Gage 
Morgan’s short fictional narrative The Visitor. 

Continuity editing 
 
Which brings us to filming with continuity editing in mind. 
 
Continuity editing involves placing shots back-to-back in a continuous 
sequence in time without skipping moments of time from one shot to the 
next.   
 
For the most part, the above sequence is an example of continuity editing.  
It’s hard to tell from looking just at the screen captures, so I highly 
recommend you watch the edited sequence for yourself.  Look for In 
Tandem in the Cinema Select playlist at jpscinema.com. 

At the start of the first shot in this sequence, we see the character 
as he finishes a video game session. 
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The shot ends with him exiting the frame, and we see his empty 
chair. 

The next shot starts with a view of the open door of that room 
from the hallway.  Notice that he’s not in the shot yet. 

We then see him walk through the shot. 
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The filmmaker remains with the shot (both when filming and 
editing) until the character exits the frame. 

The next shot in the sequence—a low angle from the bottom of 
the stairs—starts with the young man visible in the distance, at 
the very top of the frame. 



 Essential Elements of Fictional Narrative Filmmaking page 15 of 102 

  So this entire sequence preserves continuity, 
moving continuously from one shot to the 
next, from moment to moment in time, 
without jumping us forward in time from any 
given shot to the next. 

But do you have to do employ continuity editing?  No.  It 
all depends on the effect you’re trying to produce. 
 
The film referenced above, The Visitor, is a horror short.  
By preserving continuity in both his filming and editing, 
the director Gage Morgan draws out time, making it 
seem like the events are happening in real time—with 
the result that the viewer is lulled into complacency for 
the first part of the film. 
 
But later in the film, as the main character is terrorized 
by the supernatural events, the continuity serves to 
heighten the suspense as we anxiously wait throughout 
real time to see what horrific thing the main character—
and by extension we as viewers—will experience next. 

Jump cuts 
As mentioned, you don’t always have to preserve continuity.  Sometimes, jump cuts are a 
more effective mode of editing.   
 
With jump cuts, when you’re cutting from one shot to the next, you jump from place to 
place and/or from moment to moment in time. 
 
The jump cuts below from Homecoming, for example, jump us forward in time since the 
girls’ clothes change as they walk closer to the camera.  Here the director Rachel Oakes 
employs jump cuts to show us that the girls’ friendship is continuing over a length of time. 
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Shot composition 
 

How you frame or “compose” your shot (how you position the 
important people and objects in your scenes) is also a “production 
value.” 
 
Important aspects of shot composition include headroom, lead 
room, and eyeline matching. 
 

 

Headroom 
The amount of space between 
the top of a person’s head and 
the top of the video frame is 
called “headroom.”  The 
amount here is ideal.  Don’t 
include much more than this—
it’s the mark of an amateur! 

• It’s important to include only the minimal amount of headroom in a shot.  The tighter a 
shot of a person is, the less headroom you need. 

 
• In close-up shots (and extreme close-ups), the shot usually looks better with no 

headroom at all.  In a close-up, you generally cut off the top of the shot at or near the top 
of the person’s forehead and the bottom of the shot at or near the base of the person’s 
chin.  That way, the viewer can concentrate on the interview subject’s expression and 
emotions—since the shot is highlighting the person’s eyes and mouth. 

 

 
When framing a 
shot this tight, it’s 
preferable to 
completely lose 
the headroom. 

From Kate Pinnell’s Fish Fight  
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Note that sometimes, even 
when your shot is loose enough 
that it would normally call for 
more headroom, you’ll want to 
lose the headroom.  In this 
example, it’s better to lose the 
headroom in order to provide 
better framing for both the 
young man and the toad toy 
he’s talking to. 

Lead room (here “lead” is pronounced “leed” rather than “led” because 
you’re “leading” the image in the frame) 
 
• Lead room is the space from the side of the main subject of your shot to 

the edge of the frame. 
• If a person is looking to the left (from the viewer or camera 

perspective), then there should be more space on the left of the screen 
than there is on the right. 

• If the person is looking to the right (from the viewer’s perspective), then 
there should be more space on the right side of the screen than on the 
left. 

 
 Lead room 

In this example, since the girl is 
facing left, the filmmaker has 
correctly included more room 
on the left side of the frame. 

Here’s another example 
where both headroom and 
lead room are correct.  
Note that the shot is tight 
enough that it’s OK to cut 
off the very top of the 
main subject’s head. 



 Essential Elements of Fictional Narrative Filmmaking page 19 of 102 

  

The glance-object pair and eyeline matching 
 

A glance-object pair is the pairing of two shots.  In the first of these shots, 
we see someone looking, though we don’t know what they’re looking at 
(though sometimes, as in the example below, we can guess—especially if 
the glance shot is wide enough and not just a close-up of the “glancer’s” 
face).  In the second of these shots, we see an 
object/scenery/location/another person.  Because these shots are edited 
back-to-back, the viewer knows that the person shown in the first shot is 
looking at whatever’s being shown in the second shot. 
 

 
Here’s  
a glance. 

And here’s the 
object of the boy’s glance. 

 
A glance-object pair doesn’t have to start with the glance.  It can 
start with the object of the person’s attention.  Then the second 
shot can show the person who is looking at that object, as in the 
example below from Jolie Abdo’s Sweetly Remembered. 

 

Here’s  
the object. 

Then the glance. 
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Eyeline matching 
 

When pairing a glance with an object, it’s important that you adhere 
to the principle of “eyeline matching.”  So, for instance, if your actor 
is looking at something above them, be sure to film your shot of the 
object from a low angle to illustrate that character’s perspective. 
 

 

So in this glance-object pair, 
because the girl is looking 
down in the glance… 

…the object is shot from a high 
angle (not a low angle or on the 
same level as the fabric). 
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The girl in this first 
shot—crouched down 
next to the fish tank—
is looking up at the 
boy. 

The boy is looking down. 

Since she’s positioned lower looking up, and he’s higher 
looking down, their eyelines match. 

 
Two people looking at each other in a scene is also a glance-object 
pair.  As with all glance-objects—but especially in the case of two 
people looking at each other—you need to pay careful attention to 
the principle of eyeline matching. 
 

 



 Essential Elements of Fictional Narrative Filmmaking page 22 of 102 

  
  

The 180-degree rule 
 

When filming two people talking to—or even just looking at—each 
other, be sure to keep your camera on the same side of the actors. 
 

 

 
In the diagram above (from the site nofilmschool.com), two actors—
whom I’ll call Blue and Orange, based on their shirt colors—are 
facing each other in a scene. 
 

 

Imagine that there’s a circle around them, and that this circle is divided into two 
180-degree half-circles bisecting the two actors—as depicted by the dotted line in 
the center of the diagram. 
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When filming a 
single of Blue, 
you’d likely place 
your camera here. 
 

 

 
When filming a 
single of Orange, 
you’d likely place 
your camera here. 
 

 

That way, when you edit the scene later, actor Blue will be facing left in their 
single and actor Orange will be facing right in theirs, as illustrated here (the 
illustration, of course, is a two-shot, but the directions they’re facing will also 
apply to the actors’ singles). 

But let’s say you film your single of Blue, then you move your camera onto the left 
side of the room, thereby crossing the imaginary 180-degree line.  Now, when you 
film your single of Orange, actor Orange will be facing left.  When you then edit 
your two singles together, you’ll have both Blue and Orange facing the same 
direction (left) even though in reality they’re facing opposite directions, since of 
course they’re looking at each other. 

The effect is jarring to 
the viewer. 
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Let’s look at a real-world example, from the 
short film Homecoming. 

This shot sequence starts with a two-shot of the 
girls sitting on the bed. 

At various moments in this sequence, the 
filmmaker cuts between singles—of the girl on 
the right, facing left… 

…and of the girl on the left facing right. 
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But what if, in filming the single of one of the 
girls, the filmmaker had “crossed the line,” 
which in this case would mean moving to the 
other side of the bed, near the window? 
The first girl we see in the singles here would 
still be facing left, but then… 

…the other girl would be facing left also.  And as 
you can see, that makes no visual sense. 

(Note that if the filmmaker “crossed the line,” you wouldn’t 
actually see the window in the background in this frame, but the 
other part of the bedroom.  For purposes of illustrating the new 
eye/face direction, I flipped this particular image.) 
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Here’s another example, from How to Catch a Guy. When filming the pair of 
shots below, the filmmakers correctly stayed on the same side of the 
imaginary 180-degree line. 
 
If they hadn’t—if they’d crossed to the other side of the actor when filming 
the CU of the 20-dollar bill—then in the second of these two shots, the 
fishing line would be pulling the bill to the left instead of—correctly—to the 
right. 

First shot, filmed from one side of the actor. 

Second shot, correctly filmed from the same 
side of the actor.  
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The 30-degree rule 
 

Let’s say you’re filming the same person in two back-to-back shots.  
Before recording the second of these two shots, you should move 
your camera at least 30 degrees to the left or right of where your 
first camera set-up was located. 
 
What constitutes 30 degrees?  Well, refer back to the diagram 
above, the one illustrating the 180-degree rule (about not “crossing 
the line”).  A complete circle around your actor would be 360 
degrees.  A half-circle on one side of your actor is 180 degrees.  
Divide that 180-degree half circle into six equal parts, and each of 
these parts will represent 30 degrees of space. 
 

When a filmmaker doesn’t follow the 30-degree rule, the effect can be jarring to the 
viewer.  The two shots in the example below are edited back-to-back, but the 
filmmaker didn’t move the camera at least 30 degrees when setting up the second 
of these shots. 
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Note:  It’s OK not to move your camera at least 30 degrees between shots 
if you vary the amount you’re zoomed in from one shot to the next.  The 
“rule” in that case is to zoom in or out by at least 20 mm between shots 
(though I personally think it should be a bit more). 

Between these two back-to-back shots from Snubbed, the camera set-up 
is exactly the same, but because the filmmaker zoomed in by at least 20 
mm between shots, the effect isn’t jarring.  Rather, it emphasizes the 
artist/contest registrant’s frame of mind (and, as you’ll notice, both shots 
are POVs from the artist/registrant’s viewpoint). 
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So what does “20 mm” mean, anyway?  Well, for your purposes, it’s basically a 
designation of how much you’re zoomed in on your camera. 
 
In the illustration below—from lensrentals.com—the camera is positioned in a 
studio, shooting a mannequin.  The 50 mm image roughly approximates what your 
eye sees.  The 24 mm image is an example of a wide lens (even wider lenses—e.g., 
a 10 mm lens—are called fisheye lenses).  With larger focal length lenses your 
subject increases in size, as shown below. 
 

Intro to Film cameras 
(Panasonic AG AC 90): 
29.8 mm to 383.7 mm  

Advanced Film cameras 
(Panasonic CX 350): 
24.5 mm to 490 mm  

The focal length range for the cameras you’ll be using in class  

So if you’re filming back-to-back shots of the same person or object without changing where your 
camera is positioned, then you need to zoom in—or out—a good amount from one shot to the 
next in order for the effect not to be jarring to the viewer. 
 
Note that I’m not speaking here of showing the zoom movement between the two shots, but of 
the action (zooming) that you’ll need to take from one shot to the next to make the shots look 
different enough from each other. 
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Focus 
 

It’s important to maintain sharp focus on the things (often—
but not always—people) that are the important elements of 
your shots.  Focus can also be used to direct the viewer’s 
attention to a particular person or object in your shot. 
 
Editing programs will often allow you to fix, or at least 
lessen, problems with your shot.  For example, if you don’t 
light your shot properly or adjust your camera’s iris 
correctly, your shot may be too dark.  The higher end 
editing programs—Avid, Adobe Premiere, Final Cut, and 
DaVinci Resolve—have video effects (usually contained 
within a filter or filter set called “Color Correction”) that can 
help brighten the shot.  However, especially when shooting 
high-definition (HD) or 4K video, it’s tougher to fix focus 
problems in post. 

Manual focus 
 
Some cameras you may have used— such as DSLRs or smart-
phone cameras—have the ability to find the face in a shot and 
automatically focus on it.  

Many prosumer video cameras, such as the Panasonic AG AC 90, 
do not. For cameras such as these, be sure to switch to manual 
focus, then zoom in as far as you can on the face of the most 
important person in your shot or the main surface of an 
important object or animal, being sure—in the case of a person or 
animal—to include the eye (since that’s usually the part of the 
face of greatest visual interest). 
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Racking focus 
 
After switching to manual focus and zooming in as far as you can 
on the person’s face, grab the focus ring (the largest ring located 
closest to the lens itself) and move the ring to the left until the 
image is out of focus then to the right through the point where 
the image is in focus until it’s out of focus again to the right. This 
process of changing focus is called “racking focus.” 

 

Achieving sharp focus 
 
Continue moving the ring left and right in smaller increments until 
you find the “sweet spot” in the middle where the image is 
perfectly in focus.  

(Turning on a camera feature called “peaking” or “focus assist” 
can be helpful. This feature will highlight in red the edges of 
what’s in focus.) 
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But be careful! Don’t switch back to automatic focus. If you do, 
then the video camera’s focus sensor may refocus on the 
background—since for cameras without “floating” sensors, this 
sensor is often located in the center of the frame. The result can 
be a shot where the background is in focus instead: 

Then pull out to frame your shot properly: 
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Depth of field 
 

Which brings us to the concept of “depth of field.”  In 
practical terms, depth of field is how focused everything in 
your shot is. 
 
If everything—or almost everything—in the shot is in focus, 
it’s said to have deep (or wide) depth of field. 
 
If only part of your shot is in focus, it’s said to have shallow 
(or narrow) depth of field. 

Shallow depth of field and “that film look” 
 

Amateur filmmakers often strive for shallow depth of field 
in their shots because they think it best represents “that 
film look.”  And to a large extent, they’re right.  In fact, with 
high-end cameras and lenses (whether true “film” cameras 
or digital cameras, the latter of which are now much more 
widely in used on both high- and low-budget productions), 
it’s generally much easier to achieve shallow depth of field 
than deep. 
 
That said, some of the most famous films and shots in 
cinema history employed wide (deep) focus—including the 
film often cited as the “Great American Movie,” Citizen 
Kane. 
 
It’s really a matter of what you want the audience to see or 
concentrate on.  If you want them to focus in on a character 
and not be distracted by the background, then you’ll 
probably want to utilize shallow depth of field to bring the 
character into sharp focus and throw the background out of 
focus. 
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Here’s an example of shallow depth of field, from Eli Gavrilko’s 
Snubbed.  Since Eli wanted to draw the viewer’s attention to the 
painting in the foreground, he threw the background (mostly) out 
of focus. 

How to achieve shallow depth of field 
 

With the cameras you’ll use in this class, it’s not as easy to achieve 
shallow/narrow depth of field as it is with, say, a DSLR.  It is possible, 
however, as long as you keep in mind the following: 
 

• You must be zoomed in—usually at least halfway to the full 
extent of your zoom capability.  With both film lenses and 
even more so with the digital camcorders you’ll be using, the 
wider the shot, the more in-focus everything is.  Which is why 
you need to zoom in if you want to narrow your depth of field. 

• The person or object you want in focus must in turn be at a 
reasonable distance—ideally at least 8 feet or so—away from 
the background that you want to throw out-of-focus. 

• Your iris must be open as much as possible (we’ll go over this 
in class—but the f-stop should be a lower number rather than 
a higher one).  Fortunately, since zooming in darkens the shot, 
you’ll have to open the iris anyway in order to make sure your 
shot is bright enough.  
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Camera movement.  There are various ways to move a camera, but 
whatever method you choose, the movement should be intentional—
meaning, it’s there for a reason—not just, for example, that you think it 
“looks cool.”  That said, the reason can be as simple as trying to add 
some visual interest to your shot, but in most cases your reason for a 
camera move should be that you want to create a particular impact on 
your viewer. 
 
Pan.  One of the most basic of camera movements, this is a simple 
lateral, side-to-side movement of the camera without moving the 
camera itself from one place to another.  You’ll most often perform this 
move when the camera’s on a tripod; however, you can also execute 
this move when handheld.  A pan can be used to reveal more of what’s 
in the scene, including to reveal something we haven’t seen before the 
camera starts to move. 
 
Whether you’re panning left or panning right is determined by the 
position of the front of the camera (basically, how the lens is moving or 
pointing).  So, if you pan left, you’re moving the front of the 
camera/lens to the left—which in turn moves the image we’re seeing to 
the right in the frame.  Conversely, if you pan right, you’re moving the 
front of the camera to the right—which in turn moves the image we’re 
seeing to the left in the frame. 
 
Tilt.  Similar to a pan, except that this is simple up-and-down—rather 
than side-to-side—movement of the camera.  As with panning, whether 
you’re tilting up or down depends on what’s happening with the front 
of the camera.  If you’re starting to point the front of the camera down, 
you’re tilting down—and the image we’re seeing will be moving up in 
the frame.  If you’re moving the front of the camera up, then you’re 
tilting up—and the image we’re seeing will be moving down in the 
frame.  As with pans, tilts are often used to reveal something we 
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haven’t seen before.  For instance, a villain may be introduced with us 
seeing only that character’s distinctive shoes or boots.  Then the 
camera starts to tilt up (which in turn moves the boots down and out of 
the frame) until the shot eventually reveals the villain’s face. 
 
You’ll sometimes hear the term “pan” used when—technically—the 
move is a tilt.  So, for instance, you may hear someone say that the 
camera needs to “pan up” or “pan down.” 
 
A word on tilts and pans.  Generally, professionals use tilts more often 
than pans.  Though professionals are also generally sparing in their use 
of either of these camera moves, pans tend to mark a filmmaker as 
more of an amateur than tilts do (there are, of course, exceptions to 
this—some of the greatest films ever made include some iconic pan 
shots). 
 
Zoom.  Speaking of amateur, zooming is likely the most amateurish of 
camera moves.  I’d highly recommend avoiding it whenever possible.  
One exception is when trying to draw a viewer’s attention to something 
in a subtle way by zooming in slowly and smoothly.  Bear in mind that 
I’m talking here about a camera zoom that the viewer would see on 
screen.  Because the cameras you’re using have zoom lenses, it’s 
perfectly acceptable to use the zoom function when setting up your 
shot’s framing, tightening or loosening up the shot before you start 
recording. 
 
Dolly.  Technically, a dolly is when you physically move the entire 
camera from one point in your scene to another forward or backward.  
So in moving the camera physically closer to the subject of the shot, 
you might hear a director (or cinematographer) call for the camera to 
“dolly in.”  To “dolly in” is also sometimes called to “push in.”  And to 
“dolly out” is also sometimes called to “push out.” 
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A “push in” (or “dolly in”) is sometimes used to draw attention to a 
character’s emotional state.  For instance, if something significant has 
just happened to the character, the director/cinematographer/editor 
will often cut to a reaction shot of the character, and the camera will 
then push in to this reaction shot. 
 
Trucking.   Technically, trucking is when you physically move the entire 
camera from one point in your scene to another from side to side.  That 
said, you’ll sometimes hear people use “dolly” interchangeably with 
“truck”—so, rather than say “truck left,” they might say “dolly left.” 
 
Tracking.  A tracking shot is basically any physical movement of the 
camera.  It’s a broad term encompassing the dolly, the truck shot, and 
the push in or pull out (which, as referenced above, are basically 
interchangeable with the terms dolly in and dolly out).  Generally, 
though, tracking refers to moving the camera for a reasonably long 
period of time.  And, of course, “reasonably long” depends on the 
overall length of your film.  There are movies—Birdman and 1917 come 
to mind—with tracking shots that last (or appear to last) for many 
minutes or even (in the case of Birdman) for nearly the entire film.  But 
in a short film (say, three minutes), you could define a shot with a TRT 
(total running time) of one minute as a tracking shot—especially if no 
other physical movement of the camera exceeds 30 seconds or so in 
duration. 
 
Static shot.  Rather than being a camera move, a static shot is one that 
doesn’t move at all.  The great majority of shots in most films are static 
shots.  While camera moves can manipulate the viewer’s interest or 
focus of attention, they can also be overused.  Not only does the 
overuse of camera movement draw a viewer’s attention away from the 
story, but it can also lessen the impact of a particularly critical camera 
move.    
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Don’t distract from the story!  Everything—whether camera 
moves, shot framing, lighting, actor placement, set design, 
costumes, etc.—should be in the service of your story.   
 
Not only can poor production values distract from your story, but 
great production values can too!  Just because a shot “looks cool” 
doesn’t mean that it’s right for your story.  In fact, if your story is 
told simply through basic framing and well-timed cuts, inserting a 
long and impressive tracking shot may just cause viewers to 
concentrate on the shot, effectively pulling them out of the story. 

 
Steady shots 
 
1. Whenever possible, use a tripod when filming b-roll to make your 

shots steadier. 
2. If filming on tripod just isn’t feasible—for instance, when you need to 

move from place to place or change angles quickly—be sure to 
observe proper handheld technique. 

 
 
 
 
 

Proper handheld technique 
Close the LCD monitor and use the 
viewfinder instead. Then become a 
“human tripod” by cradling the 
camera in your hands while bracing 
your elbows against your chest or 
stomach. 

Wrong technique 
This is how your grandmother filmed 
your school play, by looking through 
the LCD monitor rather than the 
viewfinder. And how many Emmys 
or Oscars did she win? 
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Production Title: Too Many Tylers Date: 3/26-3/28

Director: Ethan Dennis Scenes:12

Locations: Pflugerville Airbnb

Scene # Shot # Shot Size/Type Movement Notes ;

1 INT. BASEMENT, finding gift
PG. 1

6/8 pgs.

1 1A Closeup Stationary 8

1 1B Closeup Steadycam CU on note as Lauren walks

1 1C Medium Long Shot Stationary
Lauren reaches the bottom of the stairs, stops, and looks 
around the room; she brings the flashlight up

1 1D wide Pan
Pan quickly across the room following Lauren's scan with 
the flashlight

1 1E Medium Closeup Stationary
side of Lauren's face as she looks around, she looks 
down at the note and up again, then FACE LIGHTS UP

1 1E (ALT) Medium Closeup Tracking Shot
swivel around from Lauren's face as light comes on to 
OTS on box

1 1F wide stationary box lights up

1 1G wide stationary
low angle - box POV, Lauren approaches box and pulls 
strip of paper out

1 1H
Medium 

Closeup/insert
stationary

Lauren's hand as she pulls paper out, shines light on it, 
reveal message

1 1J Medium Closeup Stationary Lauren reacts to message

2 EXT. HOUSE PORCH, open wrong car
PG. 1-3
2 pgs.

2 2A Closeup/Insert Stationary Lauren's hand knocking on door

2 2B Mid Shot/OTS Stationary Lauren talks to Katie

2 2C Mid Shot/OTS Stationary Reverse shot ^^, Katie side of dialogue

2 2D OTS - bit further out Stationary

OTS over Lauren - Lauren grabs keys, Katie shuts door, 
Lauren turns around and faces camera, exits frame 
(possbily try combining with 2C and pulling out in the 
shot for this moment)

2 2E POV - Lauren Tilt down and up POV - look down and keys then up at car

2 2F Medium Long Shot stationary
Camera parallel to side of car, Lauren approaches car 
and door opens right in her face

2 2G Mid Shot stationary
Head on (possibly looking directly into lens?), Lauren 
jumps back, reacts, and dialogue through "thought this 
was her car"

2 2H Mid Shot stationary
Head on (definitely looking into lens), Taylor reacts, 
dialogue through "before the night's over", walks out of 
frame

2 2J
mid shot (same set 

up as 2G)
Pan back and forth

Lauren looks behind her, we pan and see the car on the 
driveway, then back to Lauren for "stupid" line, we see 
her watch Taylor walk away

2 2K
Medium Long 

Shot/POV
pan with Taylor

POV Lauren-watches Taylor walk away, he stops when 
she calls out

2 2L Medium Closeup stationary
Lauren calls out to Taylor, remainder of dialogue + 
reaction, rack focus to leaf blower in background

Scenes/Shots/Takes 
So what’s the difference between a scene, a shot, and 
a take? 

Scenes are composed of shots. 
Shots are made up of takes. 
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The example above was created by my former student Ethan Dennis 
during his undergraduate studies in the University of Texas-Austin’s 
prestigious film program. 
It’s the beginning of the Production Shot List for his short film Too Many 
Tylers. 

As you can see, the far left column lists the 
scene.  The next column lists, in order, each 
shot in that scene, then next to that column 
any camera movement (you’ll notice that—as 
with most films—most shots in this film are 
stationary), and finally any specific notes 
related to what the camera is seeing. 

You’ll notice also that the shot list doesn’t include “takes.”  That’s 
because a “take” is each time you record a specific shot, and you can’t 
know how many takes you’ll have for each shot until you’re actually 
recording on location.  You may get exactly the shot you want in a single 
take, in which case you then either move on to the next shot in your list 
or sometimes go ahead and record the shot again for “protection” (in 
case something went wrong with the first take, but you didn’t notice the 
problem when recording).  Takes are, however, listed on your slate.  See 
below for more info on that. 

Let’s look at another example, from the less detailed version of a 
Production Shot List that I’ll be asking you to produce for this class. 
 
This is Kate Pinnell’s shot list for her short fictional narrative Fish Fight. 

Note:  Shot lists are created prior to filming to serve as your guide or 
blueprint when filming.  If you’re artistically inclined, you may also 
want to create a storyboard—drawings representing the look of each 
shot—but these storyboards shouldn’t entirely replace your shot list.  
There will be some information in that list that can’t be properly 
expressed in a storyboard—for example, from Ethan’s shot list above, 
the information that a character “stops when she calls out.” 
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Scene Cards                                              Shot List 
1 
A girl closes her car door and starts walking 
up to PetSmart. 

A. Establishing shot of PetSmart 
B. FS of girl getting out of her car 
C. MS of her back while she’s walking 

up to the doors 

 
2 
Young boy rides up on a bike with a bag of 
coins, coins make a “coin sound” walks in 
next to the girl. 

A. FS of boy riding his bike up 
B. CU of the bag of coins  
C. WS of both the young boy and girl 

walking in at opposite sides of the 
automatic doors.  

 
3 
Girl and boy enter PetSmart, the girl walks 
down isles looking at birds, guinea pigs, etc. 
Boy does the same but in a different area. 

A. MS of girl looking at the birds, etc. 
B. POV shot as the boy looks at a 

hamster 
 

 

4 
The girl is walking by the fish tanks, stops at a 
certain fish. The young boy walks up to the 
same fish tank. 

A. MFS or CS as the camera pans so we 
can see the wall of fish tanks. 

B. MS of the boy looking at fish tanks. 

 
5 
Both stop at one fish tank, boy looks at fish, 
smiles, looks at the girl who’s thinking the 
same thing, I want that fish. The young boy’s 
smile fades when he sees the girl. 

A. MS of the fish tank and both of them 
looking at the certain fish 

B. CU of boy smiling, looks at girl, smile 
fades 

 
6 
Boy notices she wants the fish also so, he 
becomes defensive. 
Boy- “I was here first”  
Girl looks surprised  
Girl- “Look I don't want to argue with a 7-
year-old but-” 
Boy cuts her off 
Boy- “I'm eight” he says  
Girl- “Sorry...eight-year-old, but I need this 
fish, it's for a birthday”  
Boy- “Well I need it too, lets deal with this 
like responsible adults and take this outside”  

A. MCU while they are arguing (unless 
there would be a better angle)  

 

Fish Fight Production Shot List 
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Girl- *laughs* “This is a FISH, I am not 
taking this outsi-” 

 
7 
Shot cuts outside 
Girl- “You’re heads, I'm tails, whatever side it 
lands on gets the fish” 
Boy- *nods head* 
Boy flips the coin, coin lands on its side.  

A. MWS of them standing in the parking 
lot 

B. MS of girl talking 
C. MCU of boy nodding his head 
D. CU of the boy flipping coin 
E. POV as they both look over to see the 

side the coin landed on 
F. CU of the coin on its side 

 

8 
Boy leans down next to the coin, blows it over 
onto heads, girl shakes her head. 
Girl- “Doesn't count” 
Boy- “Okay, lets play rock, paper scissors”  
Girl- “Same rules?” 
Boy- “Same rules” 

A. MCU as the boy leans down 
B. MCU of the girl shaking her head 
C. MCU of them talking  

 

 

9 
Young boy and girl turn facing each other, 
looking serious (in a comedic way) The Good, 
The Bad and the Ugly inspired.  
Boy- “Ready?” 

A. CS of the two facing each other 
B. CU of the boy wiping his palms 
C. ECU of both their eyes looking serious 
D. MCU of boy saying “ready” 
E. The Good, The Bad and the Ugly 

music (or something like it) 
 

 

10 
Girl- “Rock, paper, scissors, SHOOT” 
Boy wins 
Girl- “Best two out of three” 
Repeats x2, girl wins second round, young 
boy wins last 
Boy- “YES”  
The girl is annoyed but says 
“Go get your fish” 

A. CS of them facing each other 
B. High angle over their hands while 

playing 
C. MS of boy looking proud 
D. MCU of girl saying “best 2 out of 3” 
E. OTS of girl winning second round, 

same goes for third 
F. MCU of boy saying “YES” excitedly  
G. MS of girl annoyed saying “Go get 

your fish” 

 
11 
Both walk back up to PetSmart, boy jumping 

A. FS of them walking back to PetSmart 
B. MWS of the boy excited 
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with joy, girl no longer annoyed. C. MS of the girl laughing it off 
 

12 
Little girl (about 4 or 5 years old) walks out of 
PetSmart past the boy and girl with the 
EXACT same fish they both wanted. 

A. FS of the little girl 
B. MCU panning upwards while she’s 

walking, showing off a loud outfit 

 
13 
Boy has a blank face 
Girl is laughing, but trying to hold it in 

A. MCU of boys face 
B. MS of the girl standing next to the 

young boy trying not to laugh 

 

The End 
Unless you don't like the ending lol 

 
 
  Note:  As it turns out, when she’d finished editing the film, I in fact 

didn’t like the ending—but then, Kate didn’t much like her story’s 
ending either.  So we talked about it over the course of a couple class 
hours and eventually came up with an alternative.  
 
Kate returned to her location and shot the new ending—making sure 
that her actors wore their same clothes and had their same hair styles 
as in the original filming.  Back in the classroom, after she edited that 
new ending in, we both felt that it at least worked better than the 
original ending (even if it still wasn’t quite perfect). 

Scene Cards.  Instead of having a column marked 
“Scenes,” I have my students think in terms of 
“Scene Cards.”  When first constructing your story, it 
can be helpful to write out your scenes on physical 
note cards (such as 3x5 index cards)—or even on 
Post-It notes. 
 
That way, you can physically arrange the scenes on a 
table or other flat surface.  In addition to facilitating 
the re-arranging of your scenes, this layout can 
provide a helpful overview of your outline as you 
work at structuring your story. 
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Tips for recording.  There are a number of important things to 
keep in mind when recording, including: 
 

• Pad.  For any given take of any given shot, always record for 
a longer amount of time than you think you need to.  Having 
this extra footage—both at the beginning and end of a 
shot—is called “pad.”  That way, when you’re working with 
this shot in editing, if you decide to stay on the shot longer 
(or edit into the shot a little earlier) than you otherwise were 
thinking you would, you’ll be able to do that, because you 
recorded some pad. 

• Room tone.  Every time you film in a new location—whether 
an interior or an exterior—it’s important to record at least a 
minute of sound of the environment without any dialogue or 
distracting audio (such as the sound of a plane flying 
overhead—unless it’s important to your story that you 
include the sound of a plane, in which case, definitely record 
some separate sound of a plane to edit into your shot).  If it’s 
an interior shot, this sound is known as “room tone.”  
Whether you’re filming inside or outside, it’s also known as 
“wild sound,” “ambient sound,” or “fill” or “filler.” When 
editing, there may be times in your story where there’s no 
dialogue or music.  Generally, you’ll want to make sure 
there’s some “natural sound” (or “nat. sound”) here, which 
is where recording fill from your location comes in handy. 

• White and gray cards.  We’ll practice white balance 
procedure in class, but—in a nutshell—white balance is 
something you perform before you start shooting and 
whenever you move to a new location in order to make sure 
that the color is correct.  (Note:  Don’t make the mistake of 
thinking that white balancing affects how bright or dark a 
shot is; it has nothing to do with that.  It affects only the 
shot’s color.)  Inside the front edge of your camera case, you 
should find both a white card—to be used in white 
balancing—and a “gray card.”  The gray card is divided into 
thirds—one third white, one third gray, and one third black.  
Immediately following every time that you white balance, 
always record about 10 seconds or so of the gray card.  If for 
some reason it’s missing from your case, then record the 
white card instead.  Recording the gray card (or, in a pinch, 
the white card) can be useful later in editing if you notice 
that a shot’s color is off. 
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Slating a shot.  When filming, always slate every single shot in every single scene.  
Write your scene/shot number and take number in the indicated areas on the slate.  
You may also find it helpful to list your location in the space just above 
Scene/Take/Roll on your slate.  Also say out loud “Scene 2A, Take 1” (or whatever 
scene/take you’re about to film).  Saying it out loud makes it much easier to sync up 
with your audio when you’re in post (that is, editing). 
 
Do this also out loud when recording room tone/ambient sound.  So, if you’re 
recording room tone for a scene where your character is getting pineapples out of the 
refrigerator, you would slate it verbally with scene description and location—for 
example, “Room tone for Scene 3/Kitchen/Getting pineapples out of refrigerator.”  
Note:  In the case of this example, you wouldn’t want to record the room as the actor 
is actually fetching the pineapples from the fridge.  While you do want to record that 
sound, it’s something you’d record when you’re actually filming the scene itself.  Room 
tone is just “filler” audio that you can use when you’re editing, in case you need 
ambient sound when nothing is happening in that particular location. 
 

2A 1 
11/7/20 

Pinnell 
Pinnell 

PetSmart/S. Memorial 
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The slate above refers back to the Production Shot List for Fish Fight, on 
page 41. 
 
It’s how you would properly slate Scene 2/Shot A.  Scene 2 is described as 
“Young boy rides up on a bike with a bag of coins, coins make a ‘coin 
sound’ walks in next to the girl.”  And the first shot in this scene is “FS of 
boy riding his bike up,” so that’s designated on the slate as the A in 2A. 

A note about the word 
“cameraman.” 
 
As you’ll notice, the slate you’ll 
be using lists your director and 
“cameraman.”  Although it’s 
gradually changing for the 
better, the movie business has 
notoriously been a sexist 
industry.  In my opinion, the 
word “cameraman” here should 
be replaced by the simple 
designation “camera.” 

And what’s the difference 
between a slate, a clapperboard, 
a clapboard, and a clapper? 
 
There isn’t any.  They’re 
interchangeable terms for the 
same thing. 
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Verbal directions when recording each scene.  You’re 
familiar, I’m sure, with directors saying “Action,” and 
“Cut,” but when should you say this, and what else 
should you say when filming? 

When the recording of video and audio have both been 
confirmed, whoever is handling the slate then steps in front of the 
camera, holds up the slate so that it can be seen in its entirety (if 
you’re filming an ECU—extreme close-up—then you may need to 
zoom—or dolly—the shot out a bit for the recording of the slate, 
then zoom—or dolly—it back in after the shot is slated).  The 
person holding the slate then says out loud what’s written on the 
slate—especially the Scene Number and Take Number.  You can 
also add a Scene Description if you like.   
 
When the person with the slate is finished verbalizing the slate, 
this person then needs to close the clapboard’s sticks, making a 
reasonably loud sound.  This sound can then be used during 
editing to sync the video and audio from the camera with the 
audio recorded separately on the audio recorder. 
 
After the slate is recorded—both visually and verbally—then the 
person holding the slate steps out of the shot, and the camera 
operator makes any last-second adjustments. 
 

After you’ve instructed your cinematographer how you want your shot set up (or set up 
the shot yourself if you’re acting as your own D.P.—Director of Photography, which is a 
term interchangeable with Cinematographer), and after you’ve prepped your actor(s) on 
what to do, it’s critical that you then make sure that you’re recording both your video 
and your audio.  So…you say: 
 
“Roll camera.”  This instructs your camera operator (D.P./Cinematographer) to start 
recording.  The camera op in return then needs to respond “Rolling,” to indicate that the 
camera is now recording.  (Note:  If you’re operating the camera yourself, then you 
obviously don’t need to say this.  However, it’s helpful to ask anyone who’s assisting you 
to check with you to make sure you’re rolling before you say the word “action,” just to 
make sure you haven’t forgotten to hit the camera’s record button. 
 
“Roll sound.”  This instructs your audio person to start recording on the portable audio 
recorder.  As with the recording of video, your audio person should then say “Rolling,” to 
confirm that sound is now being recorded. 
 



 Essential Elements of Fictional Narrative Filmmaking page 48 of 102 

 
  Directing your actors 

 
If you watch or read interviews with 
famous directors, you’ll encounter a 
wide range of approaches to working 
with actors.  Some directors provide 
detailed notes to their actors; others 
rely on their actors to “discover” the 
necessary performances and 
emotions.  Keep in mind, though, that 
we’re talking here about professionals.  
Your actors will likely be amateurs, so 
they’ll probably need a fair amount of 
coaching—not just in terms of how 
they should act and react, but also in 
terms of where they should stand, 
how they should move, etc. 

When you’ve finished recording several seconds of pad (see note on pad above), the 
director then says: 
 
“Action.”  Your actor(s) then perform the required action.  When you’re satisfied with 
what’s transpired in the shot, continue to record for a few extra seconds of pad, then say: 
 
“Cut.” 
 
At this point, you can pause the recording of video on your camera and also the recording 
of audio on your audio recorder.  The exception to hitting pause is if you immediately 
want to revise what you just recorded with an additional take.  However, if you want to 
do that, be sure to re-slate it, changing to the next Take number.  Normally, though, in 
between takes on any given shot, you’ll probably want to pause both your video and 
audio to give additional instructions either to your actor or camera operator (or, 
sometimes, both) for the next take. 
 
If you’re moving to a new location or doing an entirely different camera set-up in the 
same location, then you’ll generally want to stop (rather than just pause) the camera and 
audio recording. 
 

Director Rachel Oakes works with her actors 
during the filming of Homecoming  
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Don’t crack up!  And show up! 
 
Of course, you want your actors to enjoy the filming experience.  But when 
it’s time to say “Action!” you want to make sure they stay in character, at 
least for enough takes so that you have something solid to work with in 
editing. 
 
And you may find that, especially because you’re probably not going to be 
paying your actors, that they’re less reliable than you’d like them to be.  
With that in mind, always have a back-up plan—ideally actors you can use if 
yours “flake out” on you last-minute and cancel or fail to show up. 

Actor preparation 
 
Be sure to provide your actors a copy of 
your shot list at least a day ahead of time.  
And provide them even more time if there 
are dialogue lines they’ll need to 
memorize.  (In a professional film, you’d be 
providing a script; however, for purposes 
of this class, I’m not having you write a 
script since your stories are short and also 
because the Production Shot List will be 
more helpful and easier for you to 
reference on the shoot itself.) 

Hold it! 
 
At the end of each take, make sure your actors hold their 
expression/position, staying in character until you’ve 
recorded some pad, only breaking character when you 
finally say, “Cut!” 
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Casting your actors 
 
Since you won’t have a budget to hire actors, you’ll likely be using 
your friends, family or other people you know to play the characters in 
your film. 
 
One easy way to pull a viewer out of your story (something you 
obviously don’t want to do!) is to cast someone who’s the wrong age 
for your character—for instance, casting a teen in the role of a police 
detective.  So if you’re going to be able to use only friends and/or 
young siblings in your film, then be sure that all the characters in your 
story are similar in age to your actors.  

Craft services 
 
While you probably won’t be paying your actors, it’s very important to 
keep them happy on set! 
  
One way to do that is by providing snacks and drinks (lunch or dinner 
too, if it’s a full-day shoot).   
 
In the film world, the department tasked with feeding the cast and 
crew is known as craft services. 
 
Note:  Be sure to have wet wipes/napkins available so that your cast 
and crew can clean their hands after eating and before touching any 
props, wardrobe, and equipment. 
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  Actor wardrobe 
 
Avoid anything with logos or other wording, unless it’s integral to your 
story.  Otherwise, the viewer may be tempted to read what’s on the 
actor’s clothing and thereby be distracted from the story. 
 
Avoid solid white or red (video cameras—especially the ones used in 
Intro class—don’t handle these particular colors quite as well).  It’s OK 
to have some white or red in an actor’s pants/dress/top, just not solid 
white or red.  Exceptions are for character roles that require it—such 
as medical personnel wearing all white. 
 
 

Using “theater kids” 
 
Casting friends with high school drama experience can be a good thing.  They tend to 
be more poised and—when delivering dialogue—more articulate than actors without 
theater training. 
 
One word of caution, though—acting for the camera can differ from stage acting, 
especially in terms of how broadly expressive the actor’s emotion needs to be.  
Obviously, when performing in a large auditorium, an actor needs to connect with an 
audience member sitting in the back row and, therefore, the actor’s expressions will 
often be broader.  And as you can imagine, in film it’s generally better to tone things 
down since a close-up or ECU can be the equivalent of being right on stage with the 
actor.  Here, less tends to be more. 

The Kuleshov Effect 
 
In the early days of cinema, a Russian filmmaker named Lev Kuleshov performed an 
interesting experiment.  He filmed an actor—with a more-or-less blank expression on 
his face—looking at the camera.  When editing, he then paired this shot with various 
images, and viewers reacted to the actor’s expression based on what image the 
actor’s face was paired with.  So, when viewers saw his face after first seeing an 
image of someone grieving over a casket, they thought the actor looked sad.  But 
when that exact same facial shot followed an image of a bowl of soup, they thought 
he looked hungry. 
 
With that in mind, whenever your story calls for an actor to look at something, it can 
be a good idea to shoot at least one of these “glance” takes with your actor affecting 
a blank expression.  When editing later, you may decide that this blank look is more 
effective than a take where you asked your actor to be more emotional. 
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Enhancing your story with wardrobe and set design 
 
My former student Ethan Dennis remembers a professor in U.T.-
Austin’s film program saying that “so many people think the key to 
achieving a distinctive look is in having a big fancy camera, but a lot of it 
is really in the art department and how you make visual choices with 
things like sets, props, and clothing.” 
 
 

 
Here’s a fun example, from Bryanna Pitzer’s Fruit Fiasco.   
It’s a simple story—a girl just wants to enjoy some pineapple and a nap—
greatly enhanced by the fruit-themed clothing, props, and wall art. 
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And notice how—spoiler alert!—when the girl settles at story’s end for 
eating watermelon instead, the director changes her wardrobe to 
clothing themed for that particular fruit. 
 
 

Camera operation 
 
When filming for this class, you’ll use what are called “prosumer” 
camcorders—better than consumer cameras, but not quite the quality 
of the absolute best professional film cameras. 
 
Intro class will use the Panasonic AG AC90, which records in HD 
(1920x1080).  Advanced class uses the Panasonic CX350, which records 
in the much higher 4K resolution. 
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How to use the AC90 
 
Fortunately, the basic principles of filming apply to both the AC90 and 
CX350 camcorders (as well as to other cameras you may use in a 
college film program or even in the film industry).  With both cameras, 
you’ll use the iris to control the amount of light, white balance to 
adjust for the color of the light, focus assist to make sure the main 
subject of your shot is in sharp focus, and OIS (optical image 
stabilization) to steady your shot when you’re operating the camera 
handheld. 
 
 

The Iris 
 
As with the iris of your eye, the 
camera’s iris controls the amount 
of light allowed in, which in turn 
determines how bright the scene 
you’re recording will be.  In the 
photo on the right, the iris is closed 
down, allowing in less light. 
Obviously, our eyes do this 
automatically when we’re in bright 
environments. 
 
 
 
In this photo, the iris is opened up, 
allowing in more light.  Our eyes do 
this automatically when we’re in 
dark environments. 
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The camera’s iris works the same way.  When you’re in a dark room or 
setting, you’ll want to open the camera’s iris to brighten the image that 
you’re recording.  And in a bright setting—such as outside on a sunny day—
you’ll want to close down the camera’s iris to keep from “blowing out” the 
image (where areas of what you see are so bright that they lose individual 
detail). 
 
 

Adjusting the camera’s iris 
 
To adjust the camera’s iris, you’ll do two things.  First, you’ll make sure 
that your camera is operating in manual iris mode.  Second, you’ll 
adjust the amount of light allowed into the camera by rotating the iris 
ring.  In the photo above, the iris mode button is circled in red.  The iris 
ring is circled in blue. 
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A word about automatic and manual camera operation 
 
The camera you’re using is capable of making some adjustments by itself—
automatically—based on the information that it “sees.”  In general, however, 
you’ll want to run (operate) the camera manually (“by hand,” meaning that 
you’ll physically make the adjustments yourself). 
 
 

Why not let the camera do all the work? 
 
So why should you run the camera manually, rather than letting the camera 
do all the work for you?  There are three basic reasons: 

1. You’ll have greater control over the look of your recorded image.  For 
instance, there may be times when you want the image to look a little 
darker or brighter than what the camera would automatically give you. 

2. Automatic mode doesn’t always give you the best image.  Let’s say 
you’re panning the camera in a room, and a window appears as you’re 
panning.  And let’s say that it’s also a sunny day outside.  With the 
camera set to automatic, it will darken the image as the window 
appears, then brighten back up as you pan past the window.  That sort 
of adjustment is something you’ll almost never see in a professional 
film.  Instead, you’ll want to manually adjust your iris ring before 
panning so that the viewer will best see what’s most important in the 
shot—whether it’s what’s in the room or what’s outside the window.  
Which brings us to our third reason… 

3. Professional filmmakers don’t use automatic!  In fact, many (if not 
most) cameras used by professionals don’t even have an automatic 
mode.  And if you want to learn how professional films are made, it’s 
best to emulate what the professionals do. 
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Confirming your iris mode 
 
So how do you know if you’re in 
automatic or manual iris mode?  
Once you hit the IRIS A/M 
(automatic/manual) button…  
 
 

In the two areas of the screen circled in red above, you want to 
make sure that you don’t see the letters AGC on the right (where 
0dB is showing up on the image) and the letters STD on the bottom 
(to the left of where F6.0 is on the screen). 
 
 

…you need to look carefully at the information provided on the LCD 
monitor’s screen, as shown below: 
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Here’s an example of what you do not want to see.  The letters STD 
(for “standard” automatic iris) and AGC (for “automatic gain 
control”) indicate that the camera is in automatic iris mode.  To 
place it in manual iris mode instead, you simply hit the IRIS A/M 
button again. 
 
 

Easy way to remember this! 
 
Granted, it’s silly, but one way my students have found helpful to 
remember what you don’t want to see on the camera’s LCD monitor 
(in reference to manual or auto iris) is to say to yourself “You don’t 
want an STD.” 

Breaking down the screen information  
 
Before we continue talking about the iris, let’s stop for a second to 
go over all the information you’ll see on the LCD monitor. 
 
Some of this information we’ll go into in greater detail later, so 
don’t worry if you don’t entirely understand everything yet. 
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Starting in the upper left, then going counterclockwise: 
 
SCN:  Stands for “scene,” and refers to how long you’ve been 
recording (the time between hitting the record button to start 
filming and hitting it again to pause recording) 
PH 1920:  The resolution—basically, the quality—of what you’re 
recording.  1920 stands for an HD resolution of 1920x1080. 
30p:  The 30 is the number of frames recorded per second.  
Professional movies are often filmed at a rate of 24 frames per 
second, but there are occasionally other—mostly higher—frame 
rates than that, including 48 and 60.  The “p” next to 30 doesn’t 
stand for “per”; rather, it stands for “progressive” (as opposed to 
“interlaced”—suffice it to say it makes for better-looking video). 
1/60:  Shutter speed.  For purposes of our class, this won’t change. 
ALC:  Automatic level control.  “Level” can refer to either video or 
audio.  In the video world, level refers to the video level, or basically 
how bright or dark the picture is.  In terms of audio—which is 
what’s being referenced here—it refers to automatic adjustment of 
the volume (loudness) of the sound that’s being recorded. 
D (with an icon to the left of it):  Dolby noise reduction.  In general, 
this makes the sound that’s being recorded “cleaner.” 
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Continuing counterclockwise from the lower left: 
 
CH1/CH2 (the “H” is very small, underneath each “C”):  The two channels 
of built-in audio that this camera can record. 
STD:  As mentioned earlier, “standard”—or automatic—iris. 
F1.8:  The f-stop, an indicator of how open the iris is. 
Z53:  How zoomed-in your camera’s zoom lens is, from Z00 (as wide as 
the lens can be) to Z99 (totally zoomed in). 
MF89:  MF for “manual focus.”  The number can help when focusing. 
AGC:  Means that you’re in “automatic gain control” or automatic iris.  As 
mentioned earlier, if you see either this or STD (at the bottom), you want 
to press the camera’s IRIS A/M button to switch to manual iris. 
0-30dB:  When you’re operating the camera in manual iris—as you 
almost always should be—and if you’ve opened the iris beyond its most-
open f-stop—then in place of where it says “AGC” on the screen, you’ll 
see a number (between 0 and 30) and the letters “dB” (for decibels of 
video gain (more on all of this later). 
Hand icon:  Indicates whether the OIS (optical image stabilization) is on.  
If there’s no line through the hand, it’s on. 
Rectangle (with filled-in blocks):  Remaining camera battery power. 
MNL:  Manual mode. 
Mic icon/2ch:  Two-channel audio. 
28% (and a hollow white square—in the center of the screen):  The 
percentage of video level (also called video gain) within the square. 
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More about iris adjustments 
 
Let’s continue where we left off, talking about how to adjust the 
brightness of your image by manually adjusting the camera’s iris. 
 
 
As previously mentioned, 
start by making sure you 
don’t see AGC on the right 
side of your LCD monitor 
and STD in the bottom 
center. 
 
 

If you do, press the IRIS 
A/M button once to 
change to manual iris 
mode. 
 
 
Now you should be in manual iris mode, which means that you’ll need to 
adjust the iris ring yourself to change how dark or bright the image is 
(rather than relying on the camera to do it automatically). 
 
 

Remember that the iris 
ring is the thinnest of the 
three rings, the one closest 
to the body of the camera. 
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Turn the ring by hand and watch what happens to the 
image in the LCD monitor.  As you turn one way, it will 
darken.  And as you turn the ring the other way, the 
image will brighten. 
 
 
But how do 
you know if 
the image 
you’re filming 
is bright 
enough?   
 
 

You can certainly “eyeball” it to 
see if it looks bright enough, 
but that’s not the professional 
way to determine the 
brightness, nor is it the most 
accurate way. 
 
 

Instead of eyeballing the image, you’ll use a built-in 
camera function called the “marker.” 
 
 

In the picture above, the marker is the square in the 
center of the image, with a number and percentage 
just to the left of it (in this case, 28%). 
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Marker = Built-in 
light meter 
 
The camera’s 
marker effectively 
serves as a built-in 
light meter. 
 
 

 
 

The picture at 
right shows a fairly 
typical light meter. 
 
 

When a professional filmmaker (or, more often, the cinematographer—a.k.a. 
director of photography or d.p., the person responsible for lighting each scene) 
wants to know how much light is on a given object or person in the scene they’re 
lighting, they generally employ light meters similar to this one (the round white 
object at the top, which resembles half a ping pong ball, is the sensor, which 
registers the amount of light falling on it—so when taking a light reading, the d.p. 
positions the sensor in the area of the shot (for instance, in front of an actor’s face) 
where the d.p. needs to know exactly how much light is present. 
 
 In your case, when setting up 

a shot, you won’t be using a 
light meter.  Instead, as 
mentioned above, you’ll use 
the camera’s “marker,” which 
effectively serves as a built-in 
light meter. 
 
 You turn on the marker feature by pressing the “zebra” button 

on the side of the camera until you see the square and 
percentage (more later on why the button is labeled “zebra”). 
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So let’s say—as illustrated in the image below—that you want 
to set up a shot where your main subject is framed not in the 
center of the frame but off to one side. 
 
Look at the image below. 
 
 

In this case, the main subject is the “baby” (do yourself a 
favor—don’t ask!).  You want the percentage “video level” 
(basically, the amount of light) reading to be in the 50s or 60s 
on your main subject.  So what would you do in this case?  Just 
start adjusting your iris until the number next to the square is 
somewhere around 55% or so? 
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  Well, no.  And why not?  Because you want the square to be 
positioned directly over the main subject of your shot.  Right 
now, in the image above, it’s positioned over part of the back 
of a chair in the background of the shot.  If—because you see a 
percentage of 15%—you raise the iris now to a level in the 
50s—the result will be that your main subject (the baby) will be 
much too bright. 
 
 

Instead, what you need to do is pan your shot in such a way 
that you position the square directly over the baby’s face, as 
shown below. 
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Then pan the 
shot back to the 
way it was 
before—in the 
case of this 
example, with 
the baby 
returned to the 
left third of the 
screen. 
 
 

Don’t zoom in when you 
make your iris adjustment! 
And yes, I’m shouting here!  When you’re getting ready to 
make your iris adjustment, first frame the shot the way you 
want it, then pan (and tilt, if necessary) the camera so that the 
marker square is directly over the main subject of your shot.  
Do not zoom into the main subject and make your adjustment 
while you’re zoomed in. 

 
 
 

Then adjust your 
camera’s iris to 
where the marker 
percentage is in 
the 50s or 60s. 
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And why shouldn’t 
you zoom in on 
your main subject 
before irising? 
 
 

Because, when you zoom in, you 
allow less light into the camera—and 
conversely, when you zoom out, you 
allow more light in.  If you were to 
zoom in on your main subject and 
adjust the level to 55%, then when 
you zoom out to the shot framing 
you want, your video level 
percentage will be much too high, 
with the result that your main subject 
will now be much too bright. 
 
 

And how do you know if your main subject is too bright? 
 
Well, of course you can pan/tilt the camera, place the marker over 
your main subject, then check the percentage to make sure it’s no 
higher than the upper 60s. 
 
But you can also turn on the “zebra” function. 
 
 

As mentioned earlier, you turn on the marker feature by pressing the 
zebra button until you see the white square and percentage.  If you 
keep pressing this button, you’ll see three other options: 
ZEBRA OFF 
ZEBRA 1 95% 
ZEBRA 2 75% 
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ZEBRA OFF does exactly 
what you’d expect.  It 
completely turns off the 
ZEBRA function (in addition 
to turning off the MARKER 
function). 
 
 

ZEBRA 1 95% shows you diagonal lines (which look sort of 
like zebra stripes—hence the name) for anything in the 
shot that’s at a video level of 95% or above.  You almost 
never want anything in your shot to be brighter than this.  
In fact, in the case of faces, as mentioned earlier, you 
generally want them to be in the 50s or 60s (55% tends to 
be a safe bet for people with lighter complexions; if you’re 
filming someone with a darker complexion, you’ll likely 
want to adjust your iris to 65% or so). 
 

I’d recommend not using the ZEBRA 2 75% function.  Alternately 
checking both MARKER to establish the proper level on your main 
subject and ZEBRA 1 95% to make sure your subject isn’t too bright 
will ensure that your iris level is correct.  (In fact, if you properly 
make your iris adjustments using the marker, you generally won’t 
need to use the ZEBRA 1 95% function at all.) 
 
 

F-stop and dB gain 
 
If you’ve properly set up your iris control as manual (rather than 
automatic) iris, then in the bottom right of the LCD monitor, you 
should always see either the word OPEN or the capital letter F with a 
number next to it.  This latter designation is known as the “f-stop.” 
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  An f-stop will likely show up on this camera’s 

monitor only when you’re in a setting with bright 
light.  If you are, then you’ll likely end up closing 
down your iris (to allow less light in), and that’s 
when f-stop numbers will start showing up.  
You’ll notice that in the image below, the f-stop is 
f2.5 
x 

Without getting too technical, the 
f-stop is basically telling you how 
open your iris is.  The lower the 
number—such as 2.5, for 
example—the more open the iris 
is; the higher the number—such as 
9.6—the more closed.  On the 
Panasonic AG AC90, the f-stop 
range is 1.8 to 11. 
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  When you’re in a dark environment—which for the cameras 

you’ll be using, can even mean a well-lighted classroom, since 
these cameras “see” everything as darker than our eyes do—
then you’ll find yourself opening the camera’s iris so much that 
you no longer see an f-stop in the lower right, but the word 
OPEN instead.  

Look again at the image 
we just reviewed. 

Notice that the marker is 
at 4%. 

But is the marker correctly positioned for checking the brightness of 
this shot?  Well, assuming that “the baby” is the main subject, then 
the answer is no, since the marker is not properly placed on the 
baby—and even more appropriately, on the baby’s face (since in 
the case of just about every person who’ll be your main subject, it’s 
the brightness level of the person’s face that will be most 
important). 



 Essential Elements of Fictional Narrative Filmmaking page 71 of 102 

 
  

So with that in mind, what you do next of course is pan and tilt your camera 
until the marker is directly over the baby’s face.  And remember, don’t zoom in 
here!  Do all the zooming you need to do to get the framing you want BEFORE 
you make your iris adjustments (since how much you’re zoomed in or out 
affects the amount of light you allow into the lens). 

Panning and tilting to place the marker over the baby’s face gives 
us a higher marker reading than we had before—16%.  But that’s 
still too low, since we want it to be more in the 50s or 60s (and, 
as mentioned earlier, whether in the 50s or 60s depends on how 
light or dark your main subject’s complexion is). 

FIGURE A 

FIGURE B 
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And then of course you pan and tilt—but no 
zooming!—back to the framing you want. 

Before we leave this image, let’s take a look 
at one more thing related to irising: dB gain. 

Look again at the image labeled FIGURE A in this section.  In 
order to boost the brightness (sometimes called the “video 
level”) so that the baby’s face is no longer at 16% but instead 
the more acceptable level of 52%, we had to open the iris 
enough that the f-stop numbers in the bottom right of the 
LCD monitor went away.  In their place was the word OPEN. 

The word OPEN here (see FIGURE B and also the image above) 
means that the iris is as open as it can get.  However, you can 
still “fool” the camera into brightening the image more, via a 
process called “dB gain.”  Looking at the middle right side of 
the image above, you’ll see the designation 13 dB. 



 Essential Elements of Fictional Narrative Filmmaking page 73 of 102 

 
  

The word OPEN here (see FIGURE B and also the image above) 
means that the iris is as open as it can get.  However, you can 
still “fool” the camera into brightening the image more, via a 
process called “dB gain.”  Looking at the middle right side of 
the image above, you’ll see the designation 13 dB. 

You can add up to 30 dB of additional video gain.  However, there’s a 
downside.  What you’re doing here is manipulating the image digitally 
rather than optically (think of this maybe as “artificial” vs. “real”?).  And 
when you manipulate an image digitally, you can introduce into the 
image what are known as “digital artifacts.”  Digital artifacts can make 
the image look like it’s made up of blocks (it’s sometimes called a mosaic 
effect for that reason) or—in the case of dB video gain, it can add video 
noise, what’s colloquially known as “snow” (because the little dots it 
creates in the image can make it look like it’s snowing).  With that in 
mind, whenever possible, try to add no more than 20 dB of video gain.  
However, if your video is so dark—and you can’t add a physical light to 
the scene—that it’s a choice between a very dark image or adding too 
much “snow,” then I’d generally go with adding the snow. 
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Focus 
 
Technically, the very first thing you want to do when setting up a 
shot—before adjusting your iris—is to adjust your focus.  However, I 
introduced you to the iris control first since if—when you turn on 
your camera—the iris happens to be adjusted way down, then you 
may not be able to see anything at all.  And if you can’t see anything, 
you won’t be able to focus properly. 
 
 

A word about audio and video terminology 
 
In the film/video world, there are times when you’ll see the exact same 
word applied both to video features and audio features.  Below are just a 
few examples. 

gain/video 
 
Basically, brightness. 

gain/audio 
 
Basically, volume 
(loudness). 

decibels (dB)/video 
 
A unit to measure 
brightness. 

decibels (dB)/audio 
 
A unit to measure 
volume (loudness). 
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Focus things first 
 
You know the expression “first things first”?  Well, think of it instead 
as “focus things first” to help you remember the first thing you need 
to do when setting up a shot. 
 
 
Manual focus 
 
To prepare for adjusting the focus, 
you need to do two things.  First, 
make sure you’re in manual focus 
mode.  So look in the lower right of 
the LCD monitor, just above the Z 
(zoom range) number.  If you see the 
letters AF and a number—as you’ll 
see in the image below—then you’ll 
know you’re in automatic focus and 
need to switch to manual focus. 
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To switch to manual focus, 
simply press the FOCUS A/M/¥ 
button until the letters MF (for 
Manual Focus) replace the 
letters AF (for Automatic Focus) 
in the lower right of your LCD 
monitor. 
 
 

Focus assist 
 
The second thing you want to do 
when preparing to set your 
shot’s focus is to turn on your 
camera’s Focus Assist feature.  
You do this by pressing the 
FOCUS ASSIST button until you 
see a red outline around the 
image in your camera’s LCD 
monitor. 
 
 When focus assist is activated, anything that’s in focus will be outlined in 
red.  There’s a limit to this, however.  In order for red lines to show up—
indicating that an object is in focus—that object has to have some defined 
lines or edges to it.  A flat surface—such as a wall, or even a person’s 
cheek—will not show the red lines, even if the wall and person’s cheek are 
in fact in focus. 
 
On a person’s face, it’s often easier to see these red focus lines in the 
strands of a person’s hair or sometimes even in a person’s eyelashes. 
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The process of focusing 
 
Once you’ve placed your camera in manual focus mode and also 
turned on the focus assist feature, you’re ready to start focusing.   
 
 

You’ll adjust the 
focus by moving 
the focus ring—
which is the 
widest of the 
three rings in 
front of the 
camera’s body 
and behind the 
camera’s lens. 
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So let’s say the main subject of your shot is a person—or in this case, “the 
baby”—and let’s say you also want your final shot to be framed off-center, 
utilizing the shot composition “rule of thirds” (in this case, placing the 
baby in the left third of the screen). 
 
 

You’ve got “focus assist” turned on (evidenced by the red lines outlining the 
image), and the letters MF in the lower right confirm that you’re in Manual 
Focus mode. 
 
 So to focus, you might think that all you do is rotate the focus ring (and 
remember, that’s the thickest of the three rings that you can adjust) until 
you main subject is outlined in red, as the baby is in the image above. 
 
 

Well, if that’s what you did, 
you’d sort of be right…but 
not quite. 
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Because if you focused as mentioned above—got the framing you 
wanted, then adjusted your focus ring until you saw red lines on your 
main subject—but THEN you decided to revise your shot composition 
and, let’s say, zoom in…well, this might well be the result: 
 
 

You might very well end up with an out-of-focus baby! 
 
 

So here’s what you need to do instead: 
 
 First, zoom in all the way on your main subject.  In the 

case of an actor, that would obviously mean zooming 
in all the way on their face (and if it’s a fairly close 
shot, I tend to zoom in on an eye, since eyelashes can 
provide good defined lines for your camera’s focus 
assist feature).  If the main subject of your shot is an 
object, zoom in all the way on that. 
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  Zooming 

 
Let’s pause for a moment to talk about the best ways 
to zoom. 
 

With the AG-AC90 (and also with most other video cameras of this 
type), you have three possible ways to zoom—one of which I’d 
recommend you almost never use and one of which I’d suggest using 
99% of the time. 

First, the one I’d 
suggest you almost 
never use.  It’s the 
middle of the three 
rings at the front of the 
camera.  Moving this 
ring will zoom the lens, 
but the movement will 
be erratic, and you 
won’t have as much 
control over the speed. 

The one exception would be for what are sometimes called “whip 
zooms,” very fast zooms (usually in, though sometimes out) that are 
occasionally used as transitional devices between shots.  I’d be very 
sparing in your use of these, though—since they can mark the user as 
an amateur filmmaker.  
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But for the great majority of times when you zoom, you’ll want to use the 
toggle switch on the right side of the camera, just above and to the left of the 
hand grip you use to hold the camera when you’re operating it handheld. 
 
This toggle will allow for much smoother, better-timed zooms than any other 
method. 
 
 

A third zooming method—which 
you may occasionally need to 
use—involves the smaller toggle 
switch on the top of the camera.  
You might use this toggle, for 
example, if you needed to zoom 
when filming a low-angle shot. 
 
Notice that—for the 
convenience of the camera 
operator when filming from a 
low angle—there’s also a 
record/pause button just to the 
right of this zoom toggle. 
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In the image above, I can see that I’m all the way 
zoomed in by looking at the number in the lower right 
corner—Z (for Zoom) 99.  The number 99 represents 
the full extent of the camera’s zoom.  (You’ll also 
know you’re zoomed in all the way when the image 
won’t become any larger as you use the zoom toggle.) 
 
 Once you’ve zoomed in all the way 

on your main subject, you’ll rack 
focus (move the focus ring) back 
and forth until you’re out of focus 
in one direction, then until you’re 
out of focus in the other direction, 
then back the other way again, 
gradually making smaller 
adjustments until you find the 
”sweet spot” in the middle, where 
the image is in focus and you’re 
seeing red lines indicating that. 
 
 

Now let’s return to our discussion of focusing procedure. 
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Then zoom back out to the shot you want. 
 
 

Now, because you zoomed 
in first and focused before 
setting up the framing you 
wanted, your main subject 
will always be in focus if 
you adjust your shot.  That 
is, unless… 
 
 
…you physically move your camera closer or farther from your main subject, or 
your main subject moves closer or farther from your camera.  In that case, 
zoom in again and re-focus, then re-adjust to the shot framing you want. 
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Eyepiece focusing 
 
There’s one other aspect of focusing that’s important to keep in mind.  When 
you’re setting up your shot while operating the camera handheld (as opposed 
to on tripod), you’ll be looking through the eyepiece at the back of the camera 
(just above the camera battery) rather than using the LCD monitor.  (See p. 38 
for an illustration of proper handheld technique.) 
 
 If—when looking into the eyepiece—

what you see is out-of-focus, then before 
you zoom in and start adjusting the 
camera’s focus ring, check first to make 
sure it’s not the camera’s eyepiece that’s 
out-of-focus.  The eyepiece has an 
adjustment to accommodate the vision 
differences from one camera operator to 
the next, so it’s possible that the person 
who used the camera before you made 
an adjustment that makes what you see 
in the viewfinder out-of-focus for your 
particular vision. 
 

But how can you tell if it’s the actual image that’s out-of-focus or just the 
viewfinder itself?  Look at the letters and icons on the viewfinder’s screen.  If 
they’re out-of-focus, then it’s the viewfinder that’s not properly focused… 
 

…and you focus the 
viewfinder but flipping it 
up, then pushing the slider 
to the left or right as 
needed. 
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So remember how we started with irising, then moved to 
focusing, and I said that really you should start by focusing 
first?  Well, I (sort of) lied!  You should actually start every 
shoot by white balancing, though (in defense of my lie) you 
can’t really white balance without knowing at least a little 
something about adjusting iris and (to a lesser extent) 
focus. 
 
 White Balance 

 
I introduced this subject on p. 44, 
but we’ll go into more detail here, 
including how to perform the 
procedure. 
 
 So what exactly is what balance, anyway? 

It’s the process of balancing the colors in your shot in reference to 
white.  Our eyes and brain—and even our smart phones!—tend to make 
automatic adjustments for the color in our environment.  But as you 
know by looking at a clear sky at sunrise or sunset and comparing it with 
a clear sky at high noon, even sunlight is not always the same color. 
 

Many video cameras—
including the ones you’ll be 
using—register those 
differences in color, and 
(unless you white balance 
each time) you’ll see those 
color differences in your 
video when you move from 
location to location. 

Color differences in the 
environment are noted as 
differences in color 
temperature.  Color 
temperature is noted in 
degrees Kelvin, so you’ll 
always see the letter K next 
to any given color 
temperature reading. 
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You don’t have to memorize these numbers.  But you do need 
to be sure to white balance every time you change from a 
location with one type of light source to a location with 
another type of light source.  So, if filming outside, you want 
to be sure to re-white balance again when moving to an inside 
location (and vice versa).  In terms of what your camera sees, 
sunlight is blue, so if you white balance inside then move 
outside to film your next scene, but you forget to white 
balance again after moving, then all of your outside footage 
will have a bluish tint to it. 

So, for instance, the color temperature of 
sunlight on a bright sunny day is 
(approximately) 5500K.  But sunlight on a 
cloudy day might be more in the range of 6500 
to 8000K. 

Even when changing locations inside, you’ll often 
want to re-white balance when moving from 
place to place.  For instance, you might be filming 
in a living room that has incandescent light bulbs 
and then move to a kitchen lit by LED bulbs.  
Well, those two types of bulbs will often have 
different color temperatures—so you have to re-
white balance in order to adjust for that when 
changing filming locations.  (Even within the 
world of LED bulbs, you’ll find bulbs with 
different color temperatures; bulbs described on 
the package as “warm,” for instance, will produce 
light with a golden tint.) 
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White balance procedure 
 
Your camera does have an automatic white 
balance function but, as with focusing and irising, 
you’ll have much greater control over the look of 
your video if you perform the white balance 
function manually. 

In your camera case, you’ll find a white card—the size of a 
regular sheet of 8 ½” x 11” paper, but on thicker card stock.  
This card is usually tucked into the front of the case, between 
the padded section and the hard plastic of the case. 

Positioning the white card 
 
You need to position this card directly in front of 
the main subject of your shot—in the case of a 
person, then, you would position it directly in 
front of the person’s face.  Your filming partner 
can hold it there, or you can ask your main 
subject to hold it.  Have the person holding it tilt 
it slightly so it’s reflecting well the room’s light as 
it falls on your main subject’s face (or on the 
most important part of your main subject, if that 
subject is not a person but an object). 

Make sure that marker is on, so that you can see your video (brightness) 
levels as you adjust your iris.  Zoom in all the way on the card and adjust 
your camera’s iris until the marker indicates a video level in the 70s or 80s. 
It doesn’t matter if the card is in focus.  In fact, if the card should happen 
to have an dirt or smudges on it, it’s generally better to make sure it’s out-
of-focus, since those smudges will then be less noticeable by the white 
balance sensor. 
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If your white card is not in the case, then in a pinch you can 
white balance on anything that’s white—such as someone’s 
white T-shirt.  But make sure there’s as much pure white as 
possible in your shot, especially in the center—rather than 
(for example) lettering, logos, or images.  And also make 
sure that you position this white object as close to your 
main subject as possible. 

Now look at the buttons on 
the side of the camera.  Find 
the one labeled W.B. (for 
White Balance). 

You’ll use this button to do 
two things: 

1. Set up the white 
balance mode you 
want to be in. 

2. Activate the white 
balance. 
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Next, look at the middle right side of the LCD 
screen.  Here, you should be seeing the letters Ach 
(for A channel), which is the white balance mode 
you want to be in.  If these letters are not showing 
up, press the W.B. button until they do. 

The other white balance modes—none of which are ones 
you’ll use—include lock (which prevents you from being able 
to activate the white balance; I don’t see that you’ll have any 
use for this), 3.2k or 5.6k (which are, respectively, color 
temperatures for some artificial interior lighting and some 
natural exterior lighting; however, the odds are that the 
lighting in your scene won’t be at these precise color 
temperatures, so white balancing manually using Ach mode 
will provide much greater color accuracy) and ATW (automatic 
white balancing). 
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So what happens if you use ATW (automatic white balance) by 
mistake?  For many shots, ATW would probably work fine.  
However, if you’re filming in a location with two different light 
sources that have different color temperatures and you’re 
executing a pan (lateral movement of the camera), then the 
color of your video could end up changing in the middle of the 
pan.  And in a situation such as that, it’s much better to white 
balance on the more important of the two light sources, then 
just let the other light source have the “wrong” color as you 
pan. 

As an example, let’s say you’re filming in a room 
that has a window.  The shot you start with has 
just a wall in the background, but then you pan 
the shot to include the part of the room where 
the window is.  Since sunlight is blue, when the 
camera “sees” the window, the light from that 
window will look blue.  But that’s OK.  It’s better 
than if you had your camera’s W.B. setting on 
ATW, in which case when the camera saw the 
window it would adjust for the blue color—but 
in making that adjustment, it would change the 
color of what’s in the room (and we’re assuming 
in this example that what’s in the room is more 
important than what’s outside the window). 

Activating white balance 
 
Once you’ve got everything set up—your white card 
positioned where your main subject will be, iris adjusted to 
the marker percentage is somewhere in the 70s or 80s, and 
W.B. is set to Ach mode—then you’re ready to actually 
activate the white balance. 
 
And you do this by holding in the W.B. button. 
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And you continue to hold in the button until you see the 
words WB SET OK on the screen.  If you’ve correctly 
performed the white balance, then you’ll not only briefly 
see the letters WB SET OK, but you’ll also still see Ach on 
the left, and the white card will be pure white.  Incidentally, 
the reason the card is not pure white in the image above is 
that I shot this photo illustration on my iPhone XR, and it 
automatically adjusted the color to what it thought it 
should be—likely based on what it was reading as the color 
temperature of the LCD screen.  What I was actually seeing 
at the time, though, was a pure white card on the LCD 
screen, so I know that the white balance worked. 
 

Activating the white balance by holding down the W.B. button can take a little 
practice—because if you accidentally let up on the button just a little bit before it’s 
finished with the process, then you can end up changing the W.B. mode to one of 
the other settings referred to above—such as ATW, LOCK, or one of the preset color 
temperatures. 
 
So after activating white balance, always make sure not just that you see WB SET OK 
on the screen, but that you also still see Ach on the side.  If you don’t see Ach, then 
press the W.B. button until you’re back to Ach and try holding in the button again. 
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One more thing—OIS  
 
As if it’s not enough that you have to activate white balance, focus 
your shot, and adjust the iris, there’s one more function you need to 
check—and possibly change—before you start filming. 
 
And that’s OIS, or optical image stabilization.  This feature helps make 
your video less shaky when you’re operating the camera handheld. 
 
Basically, OIS works by detecting physical movement of the camera 
itself, then working to counteract that movement.  This is why it’s 
important that you not activate OIS when you’re operating the 
camera on tripod.  If your camera’s on tripod, then your shot should 
be steady enough already; and if you also activate OIS and then 
execute a pan or tilt, the camera will “fight” the movement, resulting 
in a jerky, erratic pan or tilt. 
 
 Activating OIS 
 
To activate Optical Image Stabilization, press the OIS button on the 
side of the camera… 
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…then look in the upper right corner of the LCD monitor—just under 
the battery-level indicator—and make sure that the hand 
(representing handheld camera operation) does not have a line 
through it. 
 
 

If you’re filming on tripod, then press the OIS button until there is a 
line through the hand icon. 
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Filming set-up checklist 
 

1. Turn on focus assist (outlines what’s in focus in red). 
2. Turn OIS on or off (off if you’re on tripod; on if handheld). 
3. Make sure you’re in manual focus (look for the letters MF 

in the lower right of the LCD monitor) and manual iris 
(make sure you don’t see the letters STD at the bottom of 
the screen). 

4. Turn on the marker—the square that shows video level 
(brightness) percentages.  (Press the ZEBRA button until 
the marker appears.) 

5. White balance.  Place the card where your main subject is 
in the shot; zoom in all the way on the card and adjust 
iris/marker into 70s or 80s.  Activate by holding in the WB 
button. 

6. Focus.  Zoom in all the way on your main subject.  Rotate 
the focus ring each direction until your main subject is 
outlined in red. 

7. Pull out to the shot you want.  Pan, tilt, and zoom to get 
your framing the way you want it.  When you’ve got the 
shot you want, don’t zoom again (or it will mess up your 
next step). 

8. Now—without zooming!—pan and tilt the camera until 
the marker is directly over your main subject.  Adjust your 
iris to 50s—for people with light complexions or for 
brighter objects (if the main subject of your shot is an 
object) or 60s (people w/dark complexions or dark 
objects). 

9. Pan and/or tilt to re-adjust your shot to the framing you 
want—and you’re reading to start filming! 

 
 

We’ve gone over a number of camera features.  For easy reference, 
here they are—and in the correct order that you should 
activate/check them when setting up your camera. 
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Troubleshooting 
 
While the cameras you’re using are very reliable, there are 
occasionally features or settings that you may activate 
accidentally which can cause you trouble. 
 
I’m providing here illustrations of a few of the most 
frequent of those issues, along with how to address them. 
 
For other issues, you can always reach out to me when 
filming, and I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.  It’s 
generally better to call me than to text, since it’s usually 
easier to troubleshoot issues in a conversation rather than 
a text thread. 
 
 No recording card 
 
When you’re checking out the equipment, we’ll confirm 
that your camera has a recording card.  However, in case 
we accidentally miss this step, here’s what you’ll see on the 
camera’s LCD monitor when you turn it on: 
 
 

The red icon with the line through it (circled above in blue) will be flashing.  If this 
happens, really all you can do is call me, and we’ll try to work something out. 
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But normally, this is what you’ll see.  In the upper left (under SCN), you’ll see 
“1 R” and then numbers just to the right of that.  The numbers indicate the 
amount of hours and minutes of recording time that you have left on the 
recording card (note that this is separate from battery remaining time, which is 
indicated by the number of blocks in the upper right).  In the photo illustration 
below, there’s a total of 2 hours 16 minutes of recording time remaining on 
the card.  Just before you begin filming, your card should say 3 h 13 m, 
representing the amount of recording time left on a fully erased card. 

But even with your recording card properly inserted, you may see this warning: 
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There’s a way to lock a recording card so that it can’t be 
erased.  I routinely do this when transferring video from 
students’ recording cards to their computers following their 
shoots.  I then disable this feature when it’s time to record 
on the card again.  But in the rare situation where I neglect 
to do this, and you get the “CARD LOCKED” error message, 
the easiest thing to do is to call me, and I’ll talk you through 
fixing it. 
 

SCN not showing up 
 
In the picture at 
right, find the button 
labeled COUNTER. 

The counter feature is what gives you the SCN (for “scene”) number in 
the upper right of your camera’s LCD monitor, showing you how long 
you’ve been recording each scene (or, if your recording is paused, the 
length of the last shot you recorded). 

But there are times when either scene is not being displayed or you’re 
seeing something else in its place.  If/when that happens, you need to 
know how to get back to SCN. 
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Press the COUNTER button and look in the upper left of the 
LCD monitor.  You should see four possibilities as you cycle 
through the button: 
 

SCN 

Blank (no letters 
or numbers) 
 

TC (for “time 
code” 

UB (for 
“user bits) 

The only one of these four choices that you’ll ever need to 
use is SCN—so if you’re seeing one of the others, press the 
COUNTER button until it cycles back to SCN. 
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Screen info gone 
 
If you notice that all the screen information is gone—or maybe just the SCN 
and the marker box are the only things on screen—then you’ve probably 
accidentally hit the DISP/MODE CHK button.   
 
 

Press the DISP/MODE CHK 
button again, and the 
information should re-
appear. 
 
 Note:  This “no info” function 

exists because there may be 
times when you want to see your 
shot without the information 
overlays—but if you turn off the 
display on purpose, make sure 
you’ve first used the information 
to properly set up your iris, focus, 
etc. 
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Color bars 
 
And if you see the image below, then you’ve probably 
pressed the BARS button.   
 
 

Just press the 
BARS button 
again to see 
your video. 
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Can’t switch from automatic mode to manual 
 
If you find that you can’t switch out of automatic focus and 
automatic iris, and every time you press the IRIS A/M or 
FOCUS A/M button, you get the following screen warning… 
 
 

…then someone has accidentally placed the camera in 
“Intelligent Automatic” mode, which quickly changes the 
iris, focus, and white balance features to automatic—
note the letters “iA” in a pink box in the upper right. 
 

To restore manual functions, flip the 
iA switch back to MANU.  But after 
doing that, also be sure to press your 
IRIS and FOCUS buttons (and then 
adjust your iris and focus 
accordingly).  And you will also need 
to press the WB button and switch 
your white balance mode back to 
Ach, then activate your white balance 
by holding down the WB button. 
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Video blocked out by menu choices or thumbnails 
 
If you see something like the image below, then you’ve 
likely accidentally selected the MENU button.  Press it again 
to get out of this mode. 
 
 

If you see thumbnails, or the word 
ALL on the left and top of the screen, 
then you’re in video playback mode.  
You can use this mode to check 
particular shots that you’ve already 
filmed.  It’s a touchscreen function, 
so you select a shot by touching the 
thumbnail on the screen, then using 
the onscreen navigation buttons to 
move through the clip as needed. 
 

Toggle between clip playback 
mode and record mode by 
flipping the vertical switch located 
to the left of the battery at the 
back of the camera. 


