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Informatics / Writing Studies 303: Fall 2016
Writing Across Media

Section A
______

“The cinema is truth twenty-four times per second”
—Jean-Luc Godard

Assignment #2: Video Documentary
 
Now that we’ve explored the rhetorical affordances of  sound, we’ll be shifting gears to similarly explore what 
arguments become possible when working in video. How does composing with video footage, shots, and 
editing (as opposed to words on the page or sounds through the air) change the type of  “writing” we do? 
How can and should we adapt our rhetoric to function in such a visual medium?

You’ll explore these questions in your second major assignment, in which you’ll be working with a partner to 
create an original, four-to-five minute documentary. You are required to leverage the medium of  video—to 
use the affordances of  moving images to do things you couldn’t do in any other type of  media—in order to 
create a persuasive argument directed at a specific audience. You are free to select the subject matter for this 
project.

In completing this video documentary project, you’ll not only deepen your knowledge about a local issue, 
subject, or phenomenon, but you’ll also become more experienced producers of  video texts that communi-
cate across multiple media and modes. More specifically, you will gain direct experience in thinking more 
intentionally about crafting time-based, visual narratives and how video can, in the process, serve as a tool for 
social engagement and research.

How to Do It:

The best documentaries start with critical questions and subsequently attempt to answer those questions. Not 
unlike other written genres, they attempt to persuade a specific audience about a specific, real-life social issue. 
Some documentaries illuminate subject matter that filmmakers believe deserve more attention. Others pro-
vide a new look at a familiar issue, while still others focus on a charismatic individual, a group of  people, an 
activity, or any other social, cultural, or political phenomenon. 

Once you’ve thought carefully about why your subject interests you and what you want to learn, develop a 
few questions that’ll guide your inquiry process. Then seek to answer said questions by collecting data in the 
form of  visual footage. After you’ve collected your data, edit your findings into a concise, coherent documen-
tary that clearly makes an argument. It’s extremely important here that your project has a distinct audience—
this should be self-evident from watching your video.

Though not required, the subject you select ideally features people in some capacity. Interviews, in particular, 
can often be productive ways to gather information about a given topic. Recording the stories, thoughts, and 
feelings of  participants provides a degree of  authenticity and originality germane to the documentary genre. 
If  you decide to feature interviewees in your project, be sure to set up interviews well ahead of  time.

While your documentary should be a polished, well-crafted project, I am not expecting Hollywood-level pro-
duction values. You’re welcome to choose whatever technology and tools you like to create your documen-
tary, but please don’t feel obligated to spend any money for this project. I’ll remind you here that you’re  
welcome to check out video recorders from Media Commons in the Undergraduate Library.
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Tips—A List of  Dos and Don’ts:

• Do: Use a tripod or stabilizing device to record video footage. Shaky footage is not very fun to watch. 
• Do: Consider the lighting, backdrop, weather, and noise level of  where and when you’re shooting. You 

don’t want to show footage in which your subjects are, for example, entirely backlit or unable to be heard 
due to background noise. 

• Do: Try your best to record lengthy shots of  video when collecting footage. You can always edit shots later, 
but it’s much harder to go back and record something you missed. 

• Do: Make sure that your devices are charged before filming. Few things in the realm of  shooting footage 
are worse than running out of  power while recording.  

• Don’t: Go the music video route. That is to say, don’t just set your video footage to music for the sake of  
dramatic effect. These sorts of  projects are rarely interesting or compelling. Instead think more critically 
about how sound works with image to create meaning. 

• Don’t: Rely too heavily on long takes. Unless rhetorically motivated, lengthy shots in videos do little to re-
flect the dynamic nature of  the medium. The average shot length for most Hollywood films is four to six 
seconds, and while I don’t expect you to adhere to this standard, try to take advantage of  faster-paced edit-
ing to create a more rhythmic, dynamic piece. 

• Don’t: Select subject matter that’s too big or unfeasible for this assignment. That is to say, select a topic 
that’s manageable (maybe locally based?) for the timetable of  the project. Also, be mindful that you’ll have 
to ask for permission to shoot video if  you’re going to a place like a classroom, a restaurant, a school, etc. 
If  you feel like there might be objections to filming whoever/wherever you’re filming, ask for permission 
early on in the process. 

• Don’t: Use footage downloaded or copied from existing sources. That means that all film footage must be 
shot by your group. 

Written Rationale:

As was the case with your digital soundmap project, you’ll need to write a formal written rationale (800-1,000 
words) about your experiences in creating your project. Even though your documentary is a group project, 
you’ll need to write your rationales individually. In this polished, reflective document, you must answer all of  
the following questions: 

• How would you describe your video recording process?  

• What made you decide to select the topic you did? 

• Why did you shoot and edit the footage you shot the way you did?  

• What arguments does your documentary project make that wouldn’t be (as) communicable in other  
media? 

• Who is the intended audience for this video documentary project? 

Throughout this rationale, you’ll need to explicitly engage with at least two video-related course readings that 
we’ve read this semester. How have the these authors’ theories, ideas, and observations influenced, chal-
lenged, or complicated your composing process for this assignment? Be sure to cite accordingly using MLA, 
APA, or Chicago style.

Like the previous rationale, I’d like you to use this document to reflect on your revision process. Explain how 
your composing process changed over the course of  this assignment and how you addressed peer feedback 
on your group’s documentary project.
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Per the previous rationale, you won’t need a thesis statement or an overarching argument. Consider this sub-
mission more like a thinkpiece, but be sure to answer all of  the questions and components listed above.

All written rationales should additionally adhere to the following formatting guidelines: typed; double-spaced; 
one-inch margins; and 12 pt., Times New Roman font. These documents should feature the following infor-
mation in the upper left-hand corner of  the page in descending order: your name, course title, my name, and 
the assignment’s due date. Your last name and a corresponding page number should also appear in the upper 
right-hand corner of  every page. 

Please submit your written work as a Word file with the file name “LastName_DocumentaryRationale.docx.” 
For example, my file name would read “Middleton_DocumentaryRationale.docx.”

Deadlines:

Peer Workshop: Thursday, October 6

• Be prepared to show a work-in-progress version of  your documentary project. You should have two 
polished minutes of  footage to show (from the beginning, middle, or end).  

• Also come with a “slice” of  your written rationale. I won’t mandate a word count here—aim for 
about half  of  the required word count—but you should have substantial written material and ideas 
to discuss with your peers. 

Final Video Documentary Due: Thursday, October 13

• Each group member must upload their documentary video to their individual class blog before the 
start of  class. 

• Be sure to submit your written rationale to Compass 2G before class starts as well. 
• All groups should be prepared to present their projects in their entirety by this day. 

Grading:

On the whole, this assignment is worth 20% of  your final course grade. Keep in mind that failing to complete 
this assignment’s written rationale or failing to participate in its related peer review sessions in class, either 
sufficiently or in its entirety, will result in a reduction of  your final grade for this assignment. 

In the case of  gross negligence of  an individual group member, the rest of  said group should get in touch 
with me, and we’ll work out a solution. 

The grading rubric for this assignment is as follows: 

___/25  Video Documentary: Rhetorical Proficiency 

• Your project successfully targets a specific audience. 
• Your group’s video documentary project makes a clear, compelling argument. 
• Your documentary is clearly motivated by an identifiable question or questions. 
• Your video project appropriately and creatively leverages the affordances of  video 

to make said argument. 

___/25   Video Documentary: Content and Media 
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• Your footage is legible, well-shot, and works in service of  your argument. 
• Your audio and video editing is similarly comprehensible and motivated by the  
• subject matter. 
• Your video documentary is four to five minutes in length.  
• Your documentary reflects the theoretical principles discussed in course readings. 
• Your video project is technically proficient. It features clear sound, has been compe-

tently shot and edited, and is relatively free from aesthetic blemishes.  

___/50   Written Rationale 

• Your rationale explains and defends your rhetorical decision making process—Why 
did you create your documentary the way you did as opposed to some other way? 

• Your rationale comprehensively answers the five questions discussed on the assign-
ment sheet above (video recording / editing process, affordances of  video docu-
mentary, audience, etc.) 

• You explicitly engage with at least two course readings through quotation, para-
phrase, summary, and analysis. These sources should be cited using either MLA, 
APA, or Chicago style. 

• You explain your revision process: how your plans evolved throughout the process 
and through trial and error and how you addressed peer feedback throughout your 
composing process.


