Sample Syllabus For Using “Developing Digital Short Films”

Level: Beginner/Intermediate, By Sherri Sheridan
Week 1: Brainstorming Digital Film Ideas Fast. Explain plot, character and theme. Show sample clips from famous films to illustrate key concepts each week (many examples are listed in the book). Do brainstorming projects 1.11, 1.12, 1.15, 1.17, 1.20 and 1.21 in Chapter One as a class. Pick a class film idea to work on each week as an example.

Note to documentary classes: when brainstorming for characters in project 1.11 choose possible documentary subjects instead.

Homework: Students do brainstorming projects at home that were done in class and come back with three final ideas next week for film projects. 

Week 2: Character Development. Have students pitch top three ideas to each other and choose best one. Do projects 2.7, 2.8, 2.12, 2.13, 2.18 for main character (or doc subject) for class film idea. Explain metaphors and how to use them briefly.

Homework: Students do projects at home that were done in class for their own film idea and get feedback from other students at beginning of next class.

Week 3: Plot Points. Explain different types of plot points for the types of films your class is focusing on in Chapter Three. Do plot point projects in class that apply to course, such as short film or 40 plot points for feature films. Explain treatment format and do a short example one for class film idea.

Homework: Students do same projects at home that were done in class for their own film idea and bring ideas back next week for feedback from other students. 

Week 4: Writing A Script. Explain three act structure. Do projects 4.2, 4.4, 4.6 and 4.12 for class film project idea. Read a few pages of sample scripts out loud and explain master screenplay format. Do one of the screenwriting exercises on page 160 in class, giving students 45 minutes to write a five page script by hand.

Homework: Students do same projects at home that were done in class for their own film idea (except screenwriting exercise), and write 5 pages of rough script for their film idea or scene.

Week 5: Script Feedback & Rewrites. Students form small groups and take turns reading their scripts to each other for feedback. Introduce 101 camera shot names and show a few example clips of specific shots from famous films.

Homework: Students rewrite their script based on feedback and come to class next week with final short script or scene ready to break into shots.

Week 6: Storyboarding. Explain line script, shot lists, composition ideas and depth. Show clips from films to illustrate key points from Chapter Five.

Homework: Students create rough thumbnail drawings of film idea, or use Photoshop with cut up images and layers to compose rough set of storyboards. Students get feedback on storyboards in small groups next week.

Week 7: Mise En Scene. Explain how to apply different visual styles to films and scenes using examples from famous films mentioned in Chapter Six. Do project exercises 6.1, 6.4, 6.6, 6.14, 6.26 and 6.29 for class example film.

Homework: Students do same projects at home that were done in class for their own film idea, and bring ideas back next week for feedback from other students or class.

Week 8: Sound Design. Show clips from Apocalypse Now to demonstrate specific sound techniques from Chapter Seven. Do project exercises 7.5, 7.9, 7.11, 7.15, 7.16 and 7.23. Create a sound design strategy for class film idea.

Homework: Students do same projects at home that were done in class for their own film idea and bring ideas back next week for feedback from other students or class.

Week 9: Narrative Editing Techniques. Explain the concept of juxtaposition and show examples from famous films mentioned in Chapter 8. Do projects 8.1, 8.3, 8.4, and 8.5 for class film idea. 

Homework: Students do same projects at home that were done in class for their own film idea and bring ideas back next week for feedback from other students or class.

Week 10: Digital Production Techniques. Explain whatever information in Chapters Nine, Ten and Eleven that relate to the types of tools and software your class will be using to make films. If you are using DV, review the sections and projects from Chapter Nine that seem relevant. Do overview of how to use DV, modern 2D and 3D animation to create original film ideas fast and easy.

Homework: Students do same projects at home that were done in class for their own film idea and bring ideas back next week for feedback from other students or class.

Week 11: Final Project Ideas Explored. Explain how you want your students to create a rough set of final storyboards for their film ideas. Experiment with cutting up photographs for sets, using paper dolls for character posing, or any other digital techniques that will make creating a rough set of basic storyboards easy and fun for the students. 

Homework: Students create a rough set of colored storyboards for their film idea and bring them to class as Photoshop files or color printouts.

Week 12: Creating An Animatic. Demonstrate how to scan rough storyboards and take them into simple editing programs to produce a slideshow test with proper timing for each shot on screen. Add rough soundtracks for dialogue by speaking the lines into a DV camera if possible. Y

Homework: Students create a rough slideshow animatic for their final film idea.

Week 13: Creating An Animatic With Sound. Continue working on animatics in class. Help students with any problems they are encountering. Add rough soundtracks for dialogue and important sound FX if possible.

Homework: Students work on slideshow animatic for their final film idea with rough soundtrack.

Week 14: Feedback On Animatics. Have students present their animatics in small groups for feedback. 

Homework: Students incorporate feedback into slideshow animatic for their final film idea.

Week 15: Final Animatic Screenings. Have students present their final animatics to the class!

