Documentary writing process

1. Write a treatment -- tell the main story of your documentary.


a. What is the goal/purpose of this doc – What do you want to convince us of? How does it answer your inquiry question? Why will the audience care about this film?






b. Summarize the story your movie will tell in 300 words, max.




2. Character building – find the emotional centre 

Your story should be built around one key character who will provide the emotional centre for the audience. There needs to be an emotional connection so we care about what happens to the main subject of the documentary, leaving us open to hear your message. Voila, pathos!
Step #1 Connection:  How is your audience going to identify with the main character? 
What are his or her important personality traits? 


What everyday habits, skills, or work can you show to establish character?
Step #2 Motivation: What is motivating your character to action? Why do they do what they do? 
What is the character’s main external goal? (physical, action-based, outside him or herself

What is the character’s internal need? (emotional or psychological, inside him or herself)
What will the character gain or lose if they do not achieve their goals? (What is at stake?)
Step #3 Barriers: What is the main character up against?  These barriers will shape how your character develops and add tension to your story.

What are the character’s biggest obstacles?  (Both external and internal)



Step #4 Action: Story plot is developed by a sequence of action – what the main character does to try to move through their barriers and achieve his or her goal. 
How does the main character take action to face his or her obstacles? (Rising action)
Step #5 Resolution: Every story needs an exact moment that ends the character's journey – this moment of climax, followed by resolution, shows victory or defeat and leads us out of the story. 
What is the turning point/climax in the story? 
Does the main character overcome his or her obstacles and achieve his or her goals? Why or why not?

How has she or he grown or changed in the quest to achieve these goals? 
How does the character's environment change? 

3. Plan the story arc -- Pathos
All stories, including character-based documentaries, aim to show growth and change in a character as they confront obstacles. Traditionally, this is done in a three-act dramatic structure, which includes a beginning, a middle, and an end.
a. The beginning introduces the character(s) and establishes their goal(s). 
How will you begin your story to hook the reader and let us connect with the character?
b. The middle is the character struggling to accomplish these goals and the obstacles that stand in their way, ending in the climax, which shows if they accomplished their goals or not. 

 What will you show through the middle section?  

   What will be the climax? Usually this is a dramatic event that includes all of the  

  characters.

c. The ending shows the growth or change of the character(s) due to this journey. 
How will you conclude your film?

4. Plan your “Pop-outs” – Ethos and Logos

Additionally, in a documentary, the main story arc can be interrupted by “pop-outs” that add additional information, provide research information/wider context for the story, and offer expert insights into the struggle of the main character. We will use these pop-outs to employ ETHOS and LOGOS.

Describe two pop-outs you will use to employ logos.
Describe two pop-outs you will use to employ ethos.
5. Developing Style

What will be the tone and style of your documentary?  Is your story dark and unpredictable? Is it bright and sarcastic? How you tell your story should stay true to your characters and their situation.

Describe your intended style and some of the techniques you will use to achieve it.

6. Write a “script”

Now that you have a plan for your documentary, write a shooting script that describes your documentary, scene by scene. 

Scenes are big chunks, not camera angles; think like chapters in a book or verses in a song – big parts of the whole. Each scene might have multiple types of footage/show several different moments, but it still makes up one scene/one part of the story.
How will you show your beginning, middle, and end? Where will you “pop-out” to add information or an interview with an expert? 
	Scene
	Description – What happens in this chunk of the story? 
	Visuals—what types of footage will you use?
	Sound -- What will the audience hear?
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Documentary Shot List
Now it’s time to start planning your film, shot by shot.

Using your script, break your scenes down into the shots you need. This is like breaking a book chapter down into sentences, or a song verse down into bars/phrases. A scene might have 3 shots or 12 or 20; it totally depends on how you want to show the scene unfolding and how complicated you want your editing to become. (I suggest keeping it simple...)
This takes some time and thought at the outset but it will save you time in editing by allowing you to plan your filming days, keep track of the footage you are acquiring, and know you have all the footage you need. 

This isn’t to say you can’t capture spontaneous moments; but you should know you have the basics.
	Scene #
	Shot #
	INT./EXT.
	Location
	Shot Type
	Description
	Comments
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