
Production Checklists 
 

Paradoxically, to research, be well prepared, and decide what you intend to ‘say’ through your 

film liberates you to be more open and adaptable to the reality you discover.  Here are some 

checklists to help you prepare. 

 

PREPRODUCTION 

Keep in mind that, 

• The knowledge you develop during research only becomes a film if you transform it into 

specific plans for shots, actions, and sequences.  

• A documentary shares a way of seeing, and evokes feelings. 

• The best films invite audiences to weigh evidence and judge human values and motivation.  

• Documentaries are only as good as the relationships that permit them to be made (this 

applies to relationships with the crew, too).  

• Expect ethical and moral dilemmas. The greater good often conflicts with the obligations 

you feel to individuals.  

• Be ready to supplement, abandon, or modify your ideas. Making documentaries is not 

about displaying knowledge but about learning as you go. 

• Making documentary is long and slow; be prepared to keep going when enthusiasm wanes.  

• If you channel your audience toward conclusions you are probably making propaganda.   

• Documentaries in which nobody changes or develops are usually static and pointless.  

• Generalization is the enemy of art.   

 

Settling on a subject: 

• Look for subjects in which you can make a long-term, personal, and emotional 

investment.  

• Make a working hypothesis straight away, and keep modifying it as your understanding 

changes. 



• Maintain several project ideas on the back burner. When one collapses, turn to another. 

• Read avidly about what is going on, and keep a subject notebook and clipping file. 

• Reject all initial subjects and treatments. You can always do better. 

• Keep trying to discover and reveal the unexpected.  

• Articulating what you want to avoid is an important part of the creative process.  

• To do something contained and in depth, think small, think local, think short. 

 

When defining your working hypothesis, decide: 

• The minimum your film must say,  

• The forces in conflict that you must show. 

• The telling contradictions that exist between the main characters and their situations. 

• What each main character’s “unfinished business” is. 

• What they are trying to get, do, or accomplish. 

• The main obstacles that prevent your main characters getting what they want. 

• Who is a point of view character, and why you chose them. 

• The style or approach you intend using, and how it fits with your subject and what you 

want it to imply. 

• How you mean to act on your audience.  

• How you want your audience to think and feel as a result of seeing your film. 

 

Test your subject by asking: 

• Do I really want to invest a chunk of my life in this?  

• Do I have a strong emotional connection to this—more so than to any other?   

• How does this subject connect with the marks life has left on me?  

• Do I have a drive to learn more about this subject?  

• Where is its specialness really visible?  

• What prejudices will much of my audience hold toward my subject or my approach? 

• What basic facts must the audience learn in order to follow my film?  



• Who is in possession of those facts? How can I get more than one version?  

• What change and development can my film expect to show? 

 
Research 

• Treat the lives you enter with the same care you’d expect toward your own.  

• Expect to feel filmmaker’s funk, that is, stage fright.  

• Take a research partner with you, so you can exchange impressions afterward.  

• Be tentative and general when you explain your project.  

• Make requests sound natural and rightful, and you will often get the moon.  

• Be friendly and respectful, and signify that you are there to learn.  

• Given a sympathetic hearing, most people blossom.  The camera’s presence only 

intensifies this.  

• Be a good student of life; that is, watch more than conclude, and listen more than speak.  

• Keep your options open and avoid commitments, especially those that are impulsive. 

 

When talking with possible participants: 

• Assume you have the right to be uncommonly curious and questioning. 

• When participants ask for your ideas, turn the conversation so you learn about theirs.  

• Advance at the participant’s speed, so you don’t damage trust and spontaneity.  

• Use a “student of life” attitude that invites the participant to take an instructional role.  

• Use the “devil’s advocate” role to probe risky areas without implicating yourself. 

• Correlate everything you learn with what you know from other sources.  

• Without being divisive, seek each person’s view of the others as a cross-check.  

• If you fear that going “on record” will inhibit a participant’s spontaneity, do some 

informal on-camera interviewing.  

• Ask who else you could contact. Networking via personal references is a particularly 

effective way of meeting people.  

 

Do not: 

• Tell different people different things: they compare notes as they size you up. 



• Be put off by participants’ initial reservations and hesitancy. Keep explaining, and see 

what happens.  

• Act like you are begging favors, especially with officials. 

• Maneuver people into situations or attitudes that are not their own.  

• Promise anyone anything until you are 100 percent sure what you mean to film. 

• Trade editorial control in return for access; you’ll wind up doing public relations, not 

documentary. 

• Promise to show footage—you’ll probably lose your precious editorial freedom.  

• Make a film that confirms what most people would expect. 

• Exceed your capabilities and budget.  

 

When deciding what and how to shoot, ask yourself what, 

• Each sequence will contribute to the whole.  

• Conflict is at the heart of your drama. 

• Each participant is likely to contribute as a character in a drama.  

• Metaphorical role you see each participant occupying. 

• Metaphorical meaning you see each event expressing.  

• Microcosm your subject implies, and what macrocosm it suggests. 

• You must do to ensure that the conflicting forces in your story come into confrontation 

onscreen. 

 

Developing a proposal:  

• Make a prioritized shopping list of possible participants and sequences. 

• Concentrate on getting meaning out of people’s behavior, action, and interaction. 

• Define what you expect each participant and sequence to contribute to your “argument”  

• Be ready to say what films are you competing with and how will yours be different. 

• Decide what can you reveal that will be novel to most of the audience.  

• Explain the change and development, however minimal and symbolic, that you expect to 



show, and what it signifies.  

 

When scheduling:  

• Discuss scheduling in advance with those affected. 

• Schedule loosely, especially in the first day or two. The crew won’t get up to speed 

immediately, and even if you don’t need food and rest, they will! 

• Schedule the least demanding work first. 

• List special equipment or requirements on the schedule.  

• Take travel time into account.  

 

At the last preproduction meeting, 

• Make this the last troubleshooting session. 

• Draft a schedule and budget for discussion. 

• Lock down the formats and processes you will use for both acquisition and 

postproduction (avoid mixing equipment made by different manufacturers). 

• Make the equipment list conservatively—it costs money. 

• Include a camera for digital stills—you’ll need them for publicity.  

 

When scheduling the shoot, 

• Carefully coordinate availability of locations, crew, participants and other personnel. 

• Conserve on setups, as this can extend equipment hire periods. 

• Leave adequate travel time between locations. 

• Factor in complexity of lighting or other arrangements at each location. 

• Take a compass or a sun tracking app during scouting so you know the direction of 

sunlight when you intend shooting—or it may defeat your purpose.  

• Be very cautious about equipment: set it up and test it before leaving its home base, and 

expect breakdowns. Optimism should never be vested in equipment. 

• On big productions, use software to keep track of outgoings so you don’t run out of 



resources. 

• Carry enough of the right insurances, especially if you have contracted to do so when 

hiring union personnel. 

• Obtain signed location clearances well in advance. 

• Use formal contracts and formal arrangements whenever practicable. 

• Well ahead of time supply printed schedules, maps, and navigational directions to all 

participating (don’t rely exclusively on cellular service). 

• Distribute mobile or other phone contact numbers in case anyone gets lost or delayed. 

• Have personal release forms and fees ready for shoots. 

• Throw a production party to bring everyone together in relaxed, enjoyable circumstances. 

 

PRODUCTION CHECKLIST 

Before Interviewing 

• Through prior research develop a clear expectation of what each interviewee might 

contribute to your film.  

• Rehearse questions aloud and listen for ways each could be misunderstood. Reconfigure 

until your wording allows only one meaning. 

• Decide who might be best equipped (director or researcher) to conduct interviews.  

• Consider putting people together to talk: people in couples or in groups sometimes give 

more. 

• Remember that antipathies and disagreements between people often seed good talking 

situations.  

• Decide the audience’s relationship to interviewees, and plan on- or off-axis interviews as 

appropriate.  

• Decide whether the interviewer’s picture or voice should ever be in the film.  

• Focus questions carefully on issues you want discussed. 

• Decide what setting will most productively affect the interviewee.  

• Remember that you must know in advance the minimum your film will say.  

 



When interviewing,  

• Carry questions on index card as a “security blanket”.  

• Make sure you have properly explained to participants why you are filming.  

• Ask ahead of time for permission to interrupt or redirect the conversation when 

necessary.  

• Coach interviewees to include the question’s information in the answer. Abandon this 

tactic if it proves too difficult for the interviewee. 

• Review who is present and whether they will negatively affect interviewee(s).   

• You get what you give when you interview, so take pains to remain natural and 

unaffected.  

• Ask your factual, non-threatening questions first, and hold back difficult or intimate 

matters until interviewee has become comfortable. 

• Listen to the beginning of each answer: does it stand alone without your question or 

should you jump in and ask for a new start?  

• Maintain eye contact at all costs with the interviewee.  

• Listen for subtext, not only for what you want to hear.  

• Give facial, but never verbal, feedback while the interviewee is talking.  

• Use the devil’s-advocate role to advance “negative” or potentially offensive questions.  

• Ask always for specifics, examples, or stories to back up any assertion you find 

interesting.  

• Get a second version if the first, though spontaneous, was clumsy or long. 

• Remain silent whenever you suspect there is something still to be said.  

• Remember the camera empowers you to go further and deeper than in everyday life.  

• Use “Can we go back to what you said about…” as a gentle redirection. 

• Use “And….?” when you feel there is more to come. 

• Repeat interesting words or a phrase from what your interviewee said to stimulate them to 

continue the thought. 

• Make sure you have filmed the necessary confrontations inherent in your movie’s system 

of issues. 



• Don’t catch anyone who falls. That is, quietly and sympathetically wait until someone 

who has broken into tears collect themselves. They’ll tell you if they need to stop the 

camera. 

 

When interviewing, don’t, 

• Forget to allow the camera some run-up time before letting action begin.  

• Worry about the order of the interview—it will all be cut and reorganized anyway. 

• Use vague or general questions.  

• Ask more than one question at a time.  

• Let your voice overlap that of an interviewee or go on if their voice overlaps yours.  

• Make sounds of encouragement or agreement—use facial and bodily expressions only.  

• Hurry on to the next question or you risk quashing a “moment of truth”.  

• Allow proper choices or decisions to be swayed by a sense of obligation.  

• Be surprised by mannerisms accompanying a lifelong role held by the participant.  

• Forget to a shoot presence track for each interview location. 

 

When preparing to get action coverage, 

• Make a shopping list of sequences and shots, and what feeling you want each to convey.  

• Show people active in their own surroundings. 

• Remind participants not to look at the camera.  

• Remember to shoot inserts, cutaways, establishing and reaction shots.  

• Remember that vox pops (when the “person in the street” speaks) are a great resource.  

• Make sure each participant has plenty to do to avoid self-consciousness  

• Expect people in unfamiliar circumstances to fall back on habit 

• Aim to make each situation reveal something special through participants’ behavior.  

 

When shooting,  



• For each sequence choose between a steady, immobile camera (tripod), and a subjective, 

mobile, but unsteady camera (handheld). 

• Decide the size and framing of any static shot with the camera operator beforehand.  

• Stay next to the camera so you see more or less what it is seeing and to provide an on-axis 

eyeline to participants when exchanging dialogue. 

• Whisper directions into operator’s ear, or if the camera is on a tripod, use touch signals.  

• Whenever working off a tripod, look through the camera often to check framing, 

composition, and image size.  

• Make the camera a conscious instrument of revelation and storytelling, not just a passive 

observer.  

• Decide with whose point of view the camera should sympathize and brief the operator 

accordingly.  

• Decide the center of significant action and make sure your camera operator knows it too. 

• Make the location into a meaningful environment, not a mere container or backdrop.  

• Create a sense of depth onscreen by  

o shooting down the axis of movement.  

o shooting along the subject to subject axis. 

o framing to give several planes in the shot (near, middle ground, background). 

• Watch for changes in participants’ eyelines, and be ready to follow them.  

• After the main shooting, recall where participants’ eyelines went during the shot and 

shoot all possible cutaways. 

 

Use your social skills to, 

• Give individualized, positive reinforcement to participants and crew as you go.  

• Keep the crew and participants together during times out so their relationships continue to 

develop.  

• Keep to meal breaks; do not overwork people.  

• Thank everyone personally at the end of each day.  



• Insist that locations are left exactly as you found them and do your part to restore things 

to their proper places and conditions. 

• Insist that the director alone speak for the unit.  

• Keep dissent, anxiety-provoking technical problems or other discord away from 

participants.  

• Let your crew know when you need advice or help, and (gently) when you do not. 

 

Crew and scheduling: 

• Make sure there is a clear structure of responsibility for everything that may happen.  

• Provide the crew with a printed schedule, maps, and phone contact numbers.  

• Underschedule when in doubt, particularly during the first two or three days.  

• Keep the crew involved as the film’s content and themes develop. 

• Be tolerant of the crew’s incomplete grasp of subject development. Their crafts require 

nearly all their concentration. 

 

Authorship: 

• Look for subtext in each situation, and try to shoot so that its existence becomes evident.  

• Consider using side-coaching to impel something nascent into being.  

• Be aware of life roles that people fall into and be ready to make positive use of them. 

• Think of the dramatic characterization each seems to have adopted. 

• Create a private metaphor for each person, situation, and activity to help you think 

poetically and metaphorically rather than materially and didactically.  

• Practice finding the dialectics in all relationships, and prepare to make evident any 

important confrontations.  

• Make sure to cover expository material (facts, biographical and any other vital points) in 

more than one way during shooting so you will have options in editing. 

• Periodically check your shopping lists to make sure nothing has been overlooked.  

• Remember that neither crew nor participants will have a director’s demonic energy. 



 

 

POSTPRODUCTION CHECKLIST 

Aspects of editing:  

• Well used, film language helps the audience enter a character’s (or storyteller’s) stream of 

consciousness. 

• Interesting discrepancies of information urge the audience into an active, problem-solving 

relationship with the film.  

• Every call to imagination or judgment acknowledges the audience’s intelligence and 

invites their participation in discovery.  

• Dramatic advantages can sometimes be gained from disrupting chronological time. 

• Cross-cutting between two stories can telescope or stretch time, and heighten comparison 

and irony. 

• The order and juxtaposition of material has very potent consequences.  

• The operative word falling on each new shot helps us to interpret the image's meaning. 

• Changing the juxtaposition of words and shots can imply different meanings. 

• It is easier to shorten a film than to pump substance back into one prematurely tightened. 

• If an edited version is very different from what you expected, see it again before you 

pronounce. 

• The film’s structure and authorial voice emerge during editing.  

• To preserve your objectivity, stay away from the cutting process. 

 

Transcripts, 

• Can be replaced by a summary of topics, each with its timecode location, as an index to 

finding important material quickly. This however is a “live now, pay later” solution. 

• Do not reflect voice inflections, you can’t assume that anything will sound as it is written.  

 



Logging,   

• Liberates time and energy so you can be creative. 

• Often tempts you to adopt a better system in midfilm. Keep improvements for your next 

production. 

 

Paper cut structural considerations: 

• Avoid speech-driven documentaries by making an action-only assembly first, to which 

you bring speech later. 

• How is your film to be structured in time?  

• What information must the audience get to understand the unfolding film?  

• What other organizing features does it have that help you group material together?  

• How will your film reveal its purpose? (The “contract” must not be long delayed.)  

• Are there dramatic advantages to disrupting the subject’s natural advance in time? 

• What can you tell as parallel stories to telescope or stretch time? 

• What special juxtapositions can you contrive that create comparison and irony?  

• How can you show development in the main character (which is so important)? 

 

Assembling the paper edit:  

• Remember that a paper cut is only a starting point.  

• Keep your blueprint simple; all necessary complexities will develop from editing film. 

You can’t work them out on paper first. 

• Exclude nothing workable if you are in doubt—leave choosing between alternatives until 

later. 

 

First assembly: 

• Put a loose version of the whole film together before you begin working on any detail.  



• You are marshaling pieces of evidence, one at a time, to build a case in the audience’s 

mind.  

• Let your film begin telling you what it wants you to do. 

 

Rough cut: 

• Deciding your film’s maximum length will help you dump unnecessary material.  

• Deal only with the film’s major needs at this stage.  

• It will be easier to shorten a long film than to pump substance back into one you tightened 

too early.  

 

Viewing: 

• Try to see each new cut as an audience does, without prior conceptions or special 

knowledge.  

• If a cut is very different from what you expected, see it again before commenting.  

• Where is the film dramatically unbalanced?  

• Does a graph of the movie’s changing “dramatic temperature” make overall sense?  

• Where does the film drag?  

• What remains in your memory, and what has left no trace?  

• Have you made the most of revealing contrasts?  

 

Narration: 

• Try to make your film tell its own story without narration. 

• If narration is unavoidable, decide whether scripted or improvised narration will be best.  

• Narration can accelerate your film’s exposition and make brief, agile links between 

sequences.  

• Narration can focus your audience on aspects of the material you want them to notice.  

• The audience either assimilates narration first time or not at all.  

• Use the simple, direct language of speech for narration, not that of written discourse.  



• Show action first, then refer to what we have noticed. Less interesting is the “B Roll” 

approach, which makes speech primary, and uses pictures as illustration. 

• Never describe what a shot already shows. Use words to add to what we see, not to 

duplicate the information.  

• Be ready to invert syntax to fit the order of the viewer’s perceptions.  

• Leave spaces for featured sound effects.  

• The first (or “operative”) word to fall on each new shot has a major consequence for how 

the audience interprets the shot.  

• Altering the juxtaposition of words and shots can imply different meanings. 

• Unless the film takes a personal point of view, use the narration mainly to supply facts.  

• The intelligent narration prepares the audience to make its own value judgments.  

• Avoid using narration to predispose your audience to a particular attitude; they may 

resent it.  

• Narration, poorly written or delivered, becomes an intrusion into the audience’s 

relationship with the subject.  

 

Narrators: 

• The audience looks on the narrator as the voice of the film.  

• The narrator’s voice quality and delivery must imply your own attitudes to the subject.  

• Make a scratch narration to be sure that it works and that you have covered all your bases.  

• Audition narrators cautiously, giving directions to see how the candidate responds.  

• Show your chosen narrator the film and explain what characteristics the narration must 

embody. 

 

Narration recording session: 

• Direct a narrator by using brief, positive, qualitative instructions.  

• The director and editor watch the picture while recording narration to ensure that delivery 

and tempo are appropriate. 



• If you are unsure, record more than one version that you can audition later. 

• Remember to record 2 minutes of narration studio presence track. 

 

Music: 

• Music should not inject false emotion. 

• Music can give access to the inner life of a character or of the subject.  

• Music can signal the emotional level at which audience should investigate what is being 

shown.  

• You cannot know if music choice really works until you try it against the picture.  

• Better to use no music than bad music. 

 

Fine cut: 

• Know standard film lengths. An oddball length could needlessly disqualify your film 

from showing on available platforms. 

• Most people are prejudiced against the long, well-meaning film unless it has a very high 

thematic density to repay the investment of time it demands. 

• Good short films are welcome everywhere.  

• Use overlap cuts to smooth transitions.  

• Create interesting disjunctions between the seen and the heard. 

• Aim to say a lot through a little.  

 

Evoking a trial audience response: 

• Use sample audiences and careful, open-ended questioning to see whether your film is 

functioning as intended.  

• Exert control over sound in a trial showing—it affects audience responses 

disproportionately.  

• Ask open, nondirective questions, listening carefully for what people are really saying.  

• Direct the audience’s attention to issues on which you need information.  



• Is your audience getting the main underlying meanings? If not, why not?  

• Hang on to your fundamental intentions; let go of them only with very good reason. 

• Remember that you can’t please everyone. 

 

Diagnostic Method: 

• Make a block diagram of the movie to spot invisible anomalies (see text for common ones).  

• After re-editing, make another block diagram to see what new problems came in by the back 

door.  

• Put the film aside for a week or two, and view it again before deciding whether the fine cut is 

final. 

 

Preparing the sound track:  

• Alternate (“checkerboard”) dialogue tracks to facilitate equalization and level adjustments.  

• Group each similar microphone setup on its own track so that a single equalization setting 

does duty for a number of sections. 

• Use correct presence track to fill holes in dialogue, narration, or scene atmosphere.  

• When presences are mismatched, lay in extra to bring the quieter up to balance the louder.  

• Plan featured sound effects to go in dialogue gaps (or vice versa).  

• Mask unavoidable inconsistencies with a logical atmosphere track.  

• Cut into music or FX just before attack and just after its decay completes to avoid hearing 

studio or other ambience.  

• Sound and picture dissolves require an appropriate track overlap. Be careful there are no 

unwelcome surprises hiding in the incoming “head” or outgoing “tail.” 

 

Sound Mix: 

• Premix, retaining control over the most important elements until last. 

• Soften ragged sound cuts by tailoring the louder to the quieter in a rapid fade up or fade 

down.  



• When mixing foreground speech with background sound (music, FX, atmosphere, and so 

on), err on the side of caution and separate foreground well from background.  

• Make multiple safety copies of all important stages and store them in in different places 

(disaster control). 

 

Titles, Acknowledgments, and Publicity: 

• Use a working title until the film is fully edited.  

• Keep onscreen title lengths short and sweet.  

• Double-check contractual obligations for special wording.  

• Double-check spellings, particularly of people’s names.  

• Hold each title card on-screen for no longer than the time it takes to read it aloud. 

• Make sure you have credited all sources (of music, say) correctly.  

• Never assume you can add or change titles easily. They are Murphy’s last refuge (Murphy’s 

Law: “Anything that can go wrong will go wrong”).  

• Register the copyright of your film. 

• Make up digital and print marketing materials to share online and to hand out to useful 

contacts at festivals and conferences. Make sure to feature one strong image that sums up 

your film’s character and purpose. Use this or a similar image as the basis for the film’s 

brand, including for use in a poster and post card. These are nice to hand out at festivals to 

draw attention to your work and any plaudits it has already received. 
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