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American University School of Communication

PRODUCING ENVIRONMENTAL AND WILDLIFE FILMS:

THE ART OF PRODUCING
COMM-524
Professor Chris Palmer
Spring 2016
Class Times: Tuesday 5:30-8:00 p.m.
Location: McKinley 113
How to Contact Professor Palmer:
Office: McKinley 226
Telephone: office 202-885-3408; cell 202-716-6160
E-mail: palmer@american.edu 
Office hours: Tuesday 8:00-10:00 pm; Wednesday 2:00-6:00 pm; and by appointment any time. There is a sign-up sheet on my door.
I encourage you to meet regularly with me so I can do everything I can to help you get the most out of this course. I want to have at least one meeting with you individually within two weeks of the first class and I want to meet with you individually multiple times over the course of the semester.
Class Schedule and Calendar

Tuesday, January 12: Introduction

Introduce each other, complete a questionnaire, go over the syllabus and review the plans for the semester.

Tuesday, January 19: Selecting an Issue for a Film Treatment
Selecting and researching an issue and story.
Tuesday, January 26: Writing a Film Treatment
The purpose of environmental and wildlife films and how to write a film treatment.
Tuesday, February 2: Pitching

How to pitch a film, how to speak well in public, and how to tell a good story. Students will start to give pitches to the whole class.

Tuesday, February 9: Marketing, Outreach and Distribution

What does it take to successfully market and distribute a film? What constitutes an effective outreach plan?

Tuesday, February 16: Mid-Term Exam Plus a Special Workshop

After the mid-term exam, we will talk about what it takes to become a successful producer. We will also assess the class so far—what is working and what needs to be changed.

Tuesday, February 23: Raising Money Part I

The principles and art of raising money.

Tuesday, March 1: Raising Money Part II
More on how to raise money.

Tuesday, March 8: NO CLASS (Spring Break and Classroom in the Wild)

Tuesday, March 15: Ethics and Wildlife Filmmaking Part I

The ethics of wildlife filmmaking. Students will also start to give their final pitches to the class.

Tuesday, March 22: Presentation by Chris Palmer at DC’s Environmental Film Festival at 7 pm in the Forman Theater. Refreshments served at 6:30 pm.
Tuesday, March 29: Ethics and Wildlife Filmmaking Part II
The morality of deliberately misleading audiences, even when done for the best of motives.

Tuesday, April 5: The World of IMAX Part I

A look at this unique film format and market. Students will make pitches to the class.

Tuesday, April 12: The World of IMAX Part II
Further learning about IMAX. More student pitches.

Tuesday, April 19: Final Exam and Final Class
In addition to the final exam, we will also assess what we have learned this semester and what steps each student should now take to advance their careers. Review the April 19 letter each student wrote to me at the beginning of the semester.

******

Course Description:
The course will examine the goals, strategies, and tactics necessary to produce successful environmental and wildlife films in today’s complex market. We will be developing a deeper understanding of what it means to be successful in this area. I want the class to further your careers, as well as teach you about environmental and wildlife films. In fact, I will occasionally allow you to tweak certain homework assignments so they fit more closely your career goals.

Although the course focuses on the skills needed to produce environmental and wildlife films that are intended to make a difference, much of what is covered you will find relevant to almost all agenda-driven documentary films, whether prime time TV specials, grass roots activist videos, PSAs, or IMAX films. Students will research issues, create stories, find characters, pitch ideas, develop proposals, and write treatments. They will learn how to sell films, attract an audience, and distribute films.
There will be extensive discussions on how to produce films ethically, on the connection between films and citizen activism, and on how to raise money to finance films.
Attendance is mandatory at all Center for Environmental Filmmaking events at 7 pm on Tuesday nights in the Doyle/Forman Theater.
Format:
We will strive for class sessions that are lively, engaging, fun, creative, and informative. Our format will combine discussion, presentations, guest speakers, case studies, in-class screenings, and analysis.
The actual classes might deviate from the readings and assignments described in this syllabus. All changes will be indicated clearly in class and by e-mail.

Learning Outcomes:
1. Produce a professional and viable film treatment and open discussions with potential clients.

2. Learn how to craft effective and compelling stories in environmental filmmaking.

3. Learn how to talk effectively in public when pitching a film idea and sharpen oral presentation skills.

4. Understand the fundamental principles behind fundraising.

5. Learn how to strengthen environmental films by incorporating techniques used successfully in feature films and dramas without being irresponsibly sensational.

6. Distinguish advocacy environmental films from other types of documentaries.

7. Distinguish “blue chip” wildlife films with their idealized depiction of nature from warts-and-all conservation documentaries that address pressing environmental and social issues.

8. Increase students’ knowledge of natural history films and the key players in the industry.

9. Learn effective marketing, outreach and distribution skills that are directly useful in the media market place.

10. Gain a deeper understanding of the ethical issues involved in making environmental and wildlife programs.

11. Learn about the array of nonprofit agencies promoting environmental conservation and the careers available within them.

12. Gain a clearer understanding of students’ future professional career paths, what really matters to them, and the next steps that need to be taken to advance their professional growth and success.

Course Requirements and Percentage of Grade:
Your grade in this course will be based on the following six course requirements, subject to adjustments for meeting deadlines, arriving for class on time, participation in class, enthusiasm, attendance and professional demeanor, as described later in this syllabus:

1. Treatment and Pitch 30%: In the first few weeks of the course, you will research a topic you feel passionately about and produce a short detailed outline (3-5 typed pages double-spaced) of a film treatment. You will pitch this film idea to the class. These pitches will be scheduled over several weeks during the first third of the semester. Throughout the semester, you will continue to research the topic and create a longer (10-15 typed pages double-spaced) film treatment and pitch it again to the class. These final pitches will be scheduled during the final third of the semester. The final treatment and pitch are each worth 15%.
2. Marketing, Outreach and Distribution Report 15%: You will research how to market and distribute your film idea, and determine who might pay for it (i.e., who might be potential clients). You will also create an outreach plan which will explain how you will use your film in an outreach campaign to reach and persuade key people and/or constituencies, and what action and behaviors you want your targeted audiences to take. The final report is worth 15%.
3. Fundraising Report 15%: You will research how to fund your film and produce a report on your ideas relating to donors, foundations, corporations and other sources of funding. The final report is worth 15%.
4. Journal 15%: You will keep a typed journal of your learning, your reflections on your career and your future, and what you need to do to achieve success. I will read your journal carefully and grade it. It must be completed and turned in on time every week at the start of class. Each week, I will give you guidance on what to reflect upon in your journal. Sometimes I will ask you to write about what we are learning in class and in the readings, or I might ask you to reflect on a question, a quote, or a conundrum. 

5. Final Exam 25%: The final exam will cover all the material, films and readings from the whole semester.

Grading Policies:
Evaluation of a student’s performance will be guided by the following criteria:

· An “A” grade demonstrates superior and excellent work in fulfillment of all course requirements including attendance and class participation; all work is completed on time and demonstrates outstanding research, planning and originality.

· A “B” grade is given to good work in fulfillment of all course requirements including attendance and class participation; all work is completed on time and demonstrates good research, planning and originality.

· A “C” grade is given for undistinguished work in fulfillment of all course requirements including attendance and class participation; all work is generally completed on time and demonstrates modest research, planning and originality.

A “D” or “F” grade is given for work that is incomplete, late, and/or does not demonstrate mastery of the basic material and skills of the course. A grade of “D” or “F” may also be given to students with more than two unexcused absences.

Blackboard:
I will use Blackboard to communicate weekly announcements to students. Please make sure that your AU e-mail has been properly forwarded to the correct address if you use another e-mail provider. And please make sure that you check the Blackboard site on a regular basis for announcements.
Films and Videos:
We will be screening and analyzing selected films from the following list:
· Cruel Camera
· Dolphins (IMAX)

· Bears (IMAX)

· Whales (IMAX)

· Wolves (IMAX)

· Killer Whales: Wolves of the Sea
· Blue Planet (the 9th program)
Many of these films are on reserve in Media Services under my name. We will watch clips from some of them in class.
Chris Lewis (x3257), Media Librarian in the University Library, and Sean Casey (x3251) who works closely with Chris Lewis, are wonderful resources. Please take a look at their Environmental Studies Mediagraphy: www.library.american.edu/subject/media/environment.html.
Textbook and Reading Materials:
The following books are required for the course. They are available in the campus bookstore and on Amazon.com:
· Chris Palmer, Shooting in the Wild: An Insider's Account of Making Movies in the Animal Kingdom (Sierra Club Books, 2010)
· Chris Palmer, Confessions of a Wildlife Filmmaker: The Challenges of Staying Honest in an Industry Where Ratings Are King (Bluefield Publishing, 2015)
The following book is a recommended text for the course:
· Chris Palmer, Now What, Grad? Your Path to Success After College (Rowman & Littlefield, 2016)

Supplementary texts: We will be reading a variety of articles, chapters and other materials that will be distributed as handouts, found on the Center website, downloaded from the Internet, or found in the following books. You don’t have to buy these supplementary texts. I will specify relevant chapters and either put them on e-reserves for you or Xerox them for you to read:
· Gregg Mitman, Reel Nature. Harvard University Press, 1999

· Derek Bouse, Wildlife Films. University of Pennsylvania Press, 2000
· Marty Stouffer, Wild America. Times Books, 1988
· James Gray, Snarl for the Camera. Piatkus, 2000

· Bill McKibben, The Age of Missing Information. Random House, 1992

· Nick Gordon, In the Heat of the Amazon. Metro Publishing, 2002

· Jim and Jamie Dutcher, Wolves at Our Door. Pocket Books, 2002

· Kevin Brownlow, The War, The West, And The Wilderness. Alfred Knopf, 1979

· Nick Jans, The Grizzly Maze. Plume/Penguin, 2005

· Mike Lapinski, Death in the Grizzly Maze. Falcon, 2005

Please sign up to receive the following free e-newsletters:

· Center for Environmental Filmmaking: www.environmentalfilm.org
Useful Organizations, Film Festivals, Magazines and their web Sites:

The following organization, film festivals and magazines will be helpful to you as you work on various assignments:
· Center for Environmental Filmmaking: www.environmentalfilm.org 
· www.ChrisPalmerOnline.com 
· Filmmakers for Conservation: www.filmmakersforconservation.org 
· Jackson Hole Wildlife Film Festival in Jackson Hole, WY: www.jhfestival.org 
· Wildscreen in Bristol, UK: www.wildscreen.org.uk 
· International Wildlife Media Center and Film Festival in Missoula, MT: www.wildlifefilms.org
· MacGillivray Freeman Films Educational Foundation: www.mffeducation.org 
· DC Environmental Film Festival: www.dcenvironmentalfilmfest.org 

· Women in Film & Video in Washington DC: www.wifv.org 

You will also want to look at the web sites National Geographic, BBC Natural History Unit, Discovery, Animal Planet, The Humane Society of the United States, World Wildlife Fund, Smithsonian, NOAA, and many other public and private organizations with an interest in film and the environment.
Attendance:
Attendance is required at every class and Center for Environmental Filmmaking event. I will take attendance each week. Non-attendance will lower your grades.
Any student who is absent should see me as soon as they return to campus so there is no confusion over due dates and assignments.

Arriving for Class on Time:
Arriving late for class will also lower your grades. Ideally arrive a few minutes early. You are considered late for class if you arrive after 5:30 p.m. without my prior consent.
Deadlines:
Deadlines are sacrosanct in the real world and they will be in this class too. Your grades will be lowered if you miss deadlines.

Expected Student Behavior:
Students are expected to come each week prepared to contribute their knowledge and insights with their colleagues. We will all learn from each other.

All reading and written assignments must be completed before coming to class, and written assignments must be free of spelling and grammatical errors. There will be extensive peer review and interaction.

More than your physical presence is required in class. I am looking for attentiveness, vitality, and enthusiasm during class. Participation in class will raise your grades. The give-and-take of information, ideas, insights and feelings is essential to the success of this class. Thoughtful, informed, balanced, and candid speech is most helpful, especially when critiquing each other’s work
Students are expected to act in a professional manner, meeting deadlines, solving problems, cooperating with classmates, and generally contributing in a positive way to the class. Working as a film producer often means searching for solutions in a group context. Teamwork, listening, empathy, enthusiasm, emotional maturity, and consideration of other people’s concerns are all essential to success. 
Please bring these qualities and values with you to class. It is as important to “practice” these interpersonal skills as it is to learn how to tell a compelling visual story. Students will be evaluated on their professional demeanor in class.

Academic Integrity:
There will be no cheating, copying, or plagiarism. As you know, AU has strict enforcement standards. Please familiarize yourself with AU’s Academic Integrity Code. You can find it at http://www.american.edu/academics/integrity/code.htm. 
AU/SOC/Film and Media Arts List Serve:
THIS IS IMPORTANT: Please sign up on the AU/SOC/Film and Media Arts list serve if you are not already on it. To subscribe, send an e-mail to listserv@listserv.american.edu with the message (and only this message): subscribe aufilm-L.

Career Center:
Please make an appointment at the Career Center online at www.american.edu/careercenter or call x1804 for a resume critique and create a profile in AU CareerWeb.
Community Service Center:
This class encourages the application of the knowledge and skills you will learn to real-life issues and concerns. This process is commonly called “community-based learning” or “service-learning.” In addition to deepening your learning experience, this approach provides much-needed and appreciated support to nonprofit organizations that are serving local communities and develops a partnership between the campus and the city. AU’s Community Service Center, located in Mary Graydon 273, is positioned to help you explore how and where to incorporate a service-learning project into this class. 

For more information about AU’s service-learning programs, contact Marcy Fink Campos by email (mfcampos@america.edu) or phone x7378.
Student Resources:
Academic Support Center: If you need assistance with writing or composing the required class assignments the Academic Support Center has a Writing Lab for undergraduate students. The Center also offers study skills workshops, individual instruction, tutor referrals and services for students with learning disabilities. (885-3360, MGC 243).
The Writing Center: This center is an additional resource for students in need of writing assistance. (885-2991)
Disability Support Services: This office provides technical support and assistance with accommodations for students with physical or psychological disabilities. (885-3315, MGC 206) 
Counseling Center: If you are experiencing emotional stress or personal problems which are impeding your ability to function in and/or outside of the classroom the counseling center can provide confidential assistance. The Center offers counseling and consultations regarding personal concerns, self-help information, and connections to off-campus mental health resources. (885-3500, MGC 214)
Gender Identity and Pronoun use: For many of our trans* and gender non-conforming students, their gender is misrepresented by the university role and Blackboard login - which includes a first name they no longer use. During the first weeks of class, I will call role by last name and please advise me regarding your first name.
Center for Diversity & Inclusion MGC 201, 202-885-3651 is dedicated to enhancing LGBTQ, Multicultural, First Generation, and Women's experiences on campus and to advance AU's commitment to respecting and valuing diversity by serving as a resource and liaison to students, staff, and faculty on issues of equity through education, outreach, and advocacy.
EMERGENCY PREPAREDNESS
In the event of an emergency, American University will implement a plan for meeting the needs of all members of the university community. Should the university be required to close for a period of time, we are committed to ensuring that all aspects of our educational programs will be delivered to our students. These may include altering and extending the duration of the traditional term schedule to complete essential instruction in the traditional format and/or use of distance instructional methods. Specific strategies will vary from class to class, depending on the format of the course and the timing of the emergency. Faculty will communicate class-specific information to students via AU e-mail and Blackboard, while students must inform their faculty immediately of any absence due to illness. Students are responsible for checking their AU e-mail regularly and keeping themselves informed of emergencies. In the event of a declared pandemic or other emergency, students should refer to the AU Web site (www. prepared. american.edu) and the AU information line at (202) 885-1100 for general university-wide information, as well as contact their faculty and/or respective dean’s office for course and school/ college-specific information.
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