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Fall 2026
COM 306: Documentary Storytelling and Production
School of Communication, Illinois State University
Tuesday, Thursday from 12:35 to 1:50pm

Room: Fell 280
Instructor: Dr. Andrew Ventimiglia				                
Email: amventi@ilstu.edu
Phone Number: (309) 438-7310				     
Office Hours: Fell 428 / Tuesdays and Thursdays 11am to noon, or by appointment
Course Description: 

This course provides an in-depth investigation of the art and craft of on-screen nonfiction storytelling. In this class, we will focus on both the production-level technical skills necessary to create documentaries as well as the ways that documentaries are developed and structured as narratives designed for maximum impact. We also attend to the ways that the documentary form is particularly well-suited to enacting social or political change by bringing attention to underexplored subjects, communities, or events and conveying their importance to a broader audience. 

Successful completion of this course will result in students having an enhanced understanding of the historical, theoretical, ethical, and aesthetic dimensions of documentary film as well as hands-on experience working in teams to create an exhibition-ready short documentary film.  
On completion of this course, students should be able to: 

· Identify the various genres and accompanying techniques used in documentary production.
· Understand the primary ethical concerns and dilemmas in documentary and nonfiction film production. 
· Analyze documentaries to identify and understand their form and narrative structure as designed by their creators. 
· Work as part of a team to complete a short (10-15 minute) documentary. 
· Create ancillary materials to promote their work for exhibition at film festivals and other screening spaces. 
Required Text

Bernard, S.C. (2023). Documentary Storytelling: Creative Nonfiction on Screen (5th edition). New York: Routledge.  / ISBN: 978-1032267296

While the 5th edition is the newest, you are welcome to use an earlier edition, if it is cheaper. Additional readings will be available electronically on Canvas or are available via links in the syllabus below.
Course Policies

Attendance and Participation: Attendance in this class is expected. This course relies on active participation and group work in class, thus your attendance is essential for your own success as well as for the contributions you will make with your fellow students. You are expected to have read the assigned material prior to class and be prepared to participate in discussion. When in class, be engaged with classroom discussion and group work. Turn off your cell phones. Laptops are to be used for note taking or project development only. I will take attendance in class and being absent for a discussion will result in an automatic 50% grade reduction in the Forums you contribute to in advance of class. 

Working in a Team: Students who do not pull their weight during the group documentary project will be removed from their team and given an alternative assignment. 

Student E-Mail: Students will be expected to have a working e-mail account and to regularly log into Canvas. Weekly course information will be available to all students via Canvas, so it is essential that your account is current and that you access it regularly. Inability to use or have access to Canvas may compromise your success in this class.

Assignment Due Dates: Deadlines are firm as they would be in the professional world. Clear deadlines are essential to the fair treatment of students who do complete assignments on time. Assignments are happily accepted early.

Academic Integrity: Students are expected to be honest in all academic work. A student’s placement of his or her name on any academic exercise shall be regarded as assurance that the work is the result of the student’s own thought, effort, and study. Students who have questions regarding issues of academic dishonesty should refer to the University regulation that outlines unacceptable behaviors in academic matters. It is the student and faculty’s responsibility to uphold the principles of Academic Integrity. Academic Integrity is an important part of this University and this course. Academic Integrity is required of you the student and me as the instructor. Academic Integrity should be used in preparation of this course, in class time, regarding exams, and in written assignments. In certain circumstances (such as cheating or plagiarism) faculty may be required to refer a student(s) to Community Rights & Responsibilities for a violation of Illinois State University’s Code of Student Conduct (Quoted from “Community Rights and Responsibilities at Illinois State University”).

AI Policy: Generative AI can be used in this course at specified times with proper attribution. In this course, you may use generative AI tools (such as Microsoft Co-Pilot or Adobe Firefly) to complete specific assignments, given instructor guidance and permission, so long as the use of generative AI tools is properly disclosed through in-text citations, quotations, and references. Note that any use of generative AI must be both responsible and ethical. This means that you are required to comply with all privacy laws and research requirements to protect data and must have appropriate permissions to enter data into a generative AI tool. You are encouraged to ask me any questions on ethical use as well as whether data or information may be entered into a generative AI tool.





Absences due to Student Bereavement: Students who experience the death of an immediate family member or relative as defined in the University Student Bereavement Policy will be excused from class for funeral leave, subsequent bereavement, and/or travel considerations.  Students are responsible for providing appropriate documentation to the Dean of Students office and for contacting the instructor as soon as possible to make arrangements for completing missed work.  More information is available in the Student Bereavement Policy. 

Student Access and Accommodation Services: Any student needing to arrange a reasonable accommodation for a documented disability and/or medical/mental health condition should contact Student Access and Accommodation Services at 350 Fell Hall, (309) 438-5853. 

Mental Health Resources: Life at college can get very complicated. Students sometimes feel overwhelmed, lost, experience anxiety or depression, struggle with relationship difficulties or diminished self-esteem. However, many of these issues can be effectively addressed with a little help. Student Counseling Services (SCS) helps students cope with difficult emotions and life stressors. Student Counseling Services is staffed by experienced, professional psychologists and counselors, who are attuned to the needs of college students. The services are FREE and completely confidential. Find out more at Student Counseling Services or by calling (309) 438-3655. 

Campus Safety and Security: Illinois State University is committed to maintaining a safe environment for the University community. Please take a few moments to make sure you are signed up for ISU Emergency Alerts. Also, note the information posted in each classroom about emergency shelters and evacuation assembly areas (both are indicated on stickers inside every classroom). Additional safety information is available on the Campus Safety and Security website.

Contributing to Research: Graduate students and faculty in the School of Communication regularly conduct research and often solicit participation from students. You can find out about ongoing studies at the School of Communication Research Study Announcement Board. If you participate in one of these studies, please let me know, as there may be extra-credit opportunities for participating. 
Coursework

· Class participation, discussion, and reflection
· Documentary Proposal + Contact List
· Final Script
· Final Documentary
· Peer Evaluations
· Film Festival package (press releases, social media posts, Film Freeway page, evidence of submissions)
· Filmmaker Reaction/Reflection Paper







Grade Breakdown

	Assignment
	Points

	Daily Reading/Participation (13 x 10)
	130

	Filmmaker Reaction/Reflection
	50

	Documentary Proposal + Contacts
	50

	Weekly Progress Reports (8 x 10)
	80

	Final Script
	40

	Final Documentary
	100

	Peer Evaluations
	50

	Film Festival Package
	100

	Total
	600



Grading Scale

	Grade
	Percentage
	Points

	A
	90-100%
	630+

	B
	80-89%
	560+

	C
	70-79%
	490+

	D
	60-69%
	420+

	F
	59% and below
	419-






















Tentative Course Schedule

	 Week
	Tuesday
	Topic, Activities, Readings and Films
	Thursday
	Topic, Activities, Readings, and Films

	
1
	
8/18
	
Syllabus

Watch: My Mom’s Motorcycle (2014)
	
8/20
	
“Introduction,” Documentary Storytelling (DS)
Grierson, “The Documentary Producer” (1933)

Watch: SLOMO (2013)


	
2
	
8/25
	
“Ch. 2: Story Basics,” DS

Watch: “Ken Burns on Story,” (2015)

	
8/27
	
“Ch. 3: Identifying the Story,” DS

Watch: Hand Cut (2017)

	
3
	
9/1
	
“Ch. 4: Structure,” DS

Watch: The House on Garling (2015)

	
9/3
	
“Ch. 5: Creative Approach,” DS 
Morris, “Play It Again, Sam (Re-Enactments, Part One),” (2008)

Watch: Mail Myself to You (2024)
Betty Tells Her Story (1972)


	
4

	
9/8
	
“Ch. 6: Watching Like a Filmmaker,” DS
Hall, “Realism as a Style in Cinema Verite,” (1991)

Watch: Primary (1970)

	
9/10
	
“Ch. 7: Research and Casting,” DS

Watch: “How Werner Herzog Masters Documentary Storytelling,” (2017)

	
5

	
9/15
	
“Ch 8: Project Development,” DS 

Watch: Sriracha (2013)

	
9/17
	
“Ch 9: The Film on Paper,” DS 

	
6

	
9/22
	
“Ch 10: Shooting,” DS
	
9/24
	
“Ch. 11: Editing,” DS

Due: Proposal plus casting list with contact information

	
7

	
9/29
	
“Ch. 12: Narration and Voice-Over,” DS

	
10/1
	
“Ch. 13: Storytelling: A Checklist,” DS

	
8

	
10/6
	
Group Work
	
10/8
	
Group Work

	
9

	
10/13
	
Group Work
	
10/15
	
Group Work

	
10

	
10/20
	
Group Work
	
10/22
	
Group Work

	
11

	
10/27
	
Group Work
	
10/29
	
Group Work

	
12

	
11/3
	
Group Work
	
11/5
	
Group Work


	
13

	
11/10
	
Group Work
	
11/12
	
Group Work

	
14

	
11/17
	
Group Work
	
11/19
	
Group Work

Due: Documentary Film Festival Package and Peer Evaluations


	
15

	
11/24
	
Thanksgiving Break
	
11/26
	
Thanksgiving Break

	
16

	
12/1
	
Work on Filmmaker Reaction and Reflection

	
12/3
	
Work on Filmmaker Reaction and Reflection




Final Exam Period 

 Screen Documentaries and turn in Filmmaker Reaction and Reflection. 
[Attendance is mandatory and not attending will automatically result in a 10-point reduction on your reflection.]
