
HowtoWriteaScriptforaDocumentary

BeforeYouBeginShooting

RESEARCH!Onceyou’vesettledonyourdocumentaryidea,timetostartdigging.Leavenorockleft

unturned.

CreateaList.Basedonyourresearch,startcreatingalistofpotentialcharacters/interviews,basic

storylines,areasofpotentialconflictandemotion.Askyourself,“what’sattheheartofthisstoryand

howdoI“show”thatvisually?”

GetStyle.Decidethelook,feelandstyleofyourdocumentary.SearchwebvideosorwatchTVfor

ideas.Netflixisagreatresourcefordocumentaries.

Writea“shootingscript”(pre-script/outline)–Oftenwithdocumentaries,thescriptcan’treallybe

writtenuntilafterthefootagehasbeenshotandyoustartpiecingthestorytogetherbasedonwhat

you“discovered”withyourcamera.However,writinganoutlineatthebeginningcanbeaninvaluable

guidetopointyouintherightdirection,especiallytobeabletolookbackasareferencewhenthe

chaosofshootingcangetyouofftrack.ThereWILLcomethatmomentintheprocesswhenyou

say,“WhatwasIthinking!?”

GetCreative.Thinkaboutsomeuniqueandcreativewaysyoucanspiceupyourmovieandgiveit

that"Wow"factor.“Howtowriteascript”creativelyinvolvesaddingspecialelementssuchasstop

motion,time-lapse,animation/cartoons,recreations,etc.Forexample,inthe2008documentary

YoungAtHeart,thefilmmakersusedMTVstylemusicvideostoseguebetweenscenesoftheir

elderlysingers.Perfect!

AfterShootingisComplete

Theverynatureofthedocumentaryisthatitis“unscripted”.Itismeanttocapturesomeaspectof

“reallife”.Thenitisuptotheyou(thewriter)totakethemessinessofreallifeandcreatesomekind

ofstory.

Asthescriptwriter,youwillneedtoexamineallthe“unscripted”&“raw”footageandcreatesome

sortofstructureoutofit.

Itwillseemdauntingatfirst(youWILLfeeloverwhelmedatsomepoint),butthinkofitasputting

togetheragreatbigpuzzle.Itwilllooklikeajumbledmessatfirst,butbitbybit,thebigpicturewill

begintorevealitselfasyoumixandmatchthevariouspieces.Howtowriteascript:



Transcribeyourfootage–Thismayseemlikeatediousandboringtaskatfirst,butTRUSTME,you

willthankyourselfintheend.Thisiswhereyoubeginto"log"andcategorizethevarious"pieces"of

yourpuzzle.

ReviewtheBIGpicture.Whatarethemainelements(charactersandplots)thathavesurfaced

throughshootingprocessthatcreatethetapestryofyouroverallstory.Whatarethekey

“moments”?

CreateScenes.Takethese“moments”anddivideyourdocumentaryintomini-stories(scenes)that,

together,createthedocumentary.

BuildaRollerCoaster.Takethesescenesandbegincreatinga“RollerCoaster”rideforyour

audience.Whatkindof“ride”areyoutakingthemon?Thinkaboutthepowerfulmomentsinyour

storyandhowtowriteascripttobuildupthosemoments.Afantasticbookthatdescribesthis

processisWritingGreatScreenplaysforFilmandTVbyDonaCooper.

VillainandHero.Anotherimportantpartofscriptwritingisdeterminingthevillain(s)andhero(s)in

yourstory.Ahero/villaincanbeaperson,thingorevent.(Atornadocanbethevillain).

BEGINNING,MIDDLEandanEND.Ofcourse,everystoryhasabeginning,middleandend.Ifyoucan

outlineyourstoryinthesethreegeneralcategories,thenyoucanbegintofillinthedetails.

TheEnding.Ifyouhavealotoffootageandinformationtoworkwith,asimplewaytoclarifyhowto

startbuildingyourscriptistothinkabouthowyou’regoingtoENDyourdocumentary.Everything

elseleadsuptothat


