
FVP: NONFICTION – CINE:2866: Publicly Engaged Documentary 
 
Spring 2016, Tuesdays & Thursdays, 10:30am – 12:20am, in W232 AJB* 
*occasional fieldtrips on Fridays to Fairfield, IA -- dates & times TBD 
 
Anna Swanson, Instructor 
323 BCSB, 360-970-6579, anna-swanson@uiowa.edu 
Office Hours: Tuesdays, 1:00-3:00pm or by appointment 
 
Mike Gibisser, Course Supervisor 
W213 AJB, 319-335-0326, michael-gibisser@uiowa.edu 
Office Hours: Tuesdays, 12:30-3:30pm or by appointment 
 
Paula Amad, Chair, Department of Cinematic Arts 
E210 AJB, 319-335-2827, paula-amad@uiowa.edu  
Office Hours: Tuesdays and Thursdays, 1:30-3:00pm or by appointment 
 
 
Course Description // Objectives 
 
Community-engaged learning is “a form of experiential education where learning occurs through a cycle of action 
and reflection as students. . . seek to achieve real objectives for the community and deeper understanding and skills 
for themselves. In the process, students link personal and social development with academic and cognitive 
development. . . experience enhances understanding; understanding leads to more effective action.” — Giles & Eyler 
 
“If life is messy and unpredictable, and documentary is a reflection of life, should it not be digressive and 
open-ended too?” - Lucien Castaing-Taylor 
 
“Every journey, honestly undertaken, stands a chance of taking us toward the place where our deep gladness meets 
the world's deep need.” — Parker J. Palmer 
 
Nonfiction filmmaking, as a way of knowing, is inherently collaborative. While this course will attempt the messy 
and fascinating task of defining what nonfiction is, we will keep this definition open and devote the majority of our 
energies to what it can do. We will do this through making, watching, reading about, and discussing our own and 
others’ moving image work, and how that work originates in and returns to operate in the "real world" in its many 
valences. Thus, each of you will explore this in practice through an extended term-long collaboration with a 
community partner organization, either through advocacy/activist work or through academic/social inquiry (or 
some combination or departure from those categories). In addition to this facilitated collaboration, other small 
assignments and in-class exercises will get you looking, listening, asking questions, paying attention in a variety of 
heightened ways — we will explore nonfiction production as an historical practice, a form of artistic and personal 
expression, and a social and cultural catalyst. We will pay particular attention to the relationship between form and 
content, meaning and aesthetics, maker and subject, film and audience, in both assessing the works we encounter 
and in crafting our own work. 
 
Required Texts / Materials 
Michael Rabiger, Directing the Documentary, 6th ed. 
All other readings will be posted on ICON. 
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Suggested Texts 
Bill Nichols, Introduction to Documentary, 2nd ed. (can also be accessed online through the University library) 
Stan Brakhage, Metaphors on Vision 
 
Other Materials 
- A dedicated journal or notebook (for this class only, please) that you can write in for the duration of the term. 
- An external hard drive is required for this course. Drives are available at Equipment Check Out. If you wish to 
purchase a drive, I am happy to recommend resources and brands. 
 

CLASS POLICIES 
 
Attendance and Participation 
This class is premised on the belief that both filmmaking and learning are collaborative processes, requiring an 
on-going process of both independent and group work/reflection, and the subsequent sharing of the ideas and 
cultural objects that come from those efforts. Sharing and discussing ideas and approaches, honing your critical 
thinking through engaging with the work of others, and learning to gracefully give and accept advice and criticism are 
central to your development as an artist and filmmaker and citizen/human. Participation in discussion, critique, and 
other class-related projects is expected of each student. This requires not only your physical presence in the 
classroom, but your preparation: come to class with assigned materials read or watched, rough cuts exported as 
playable quicktime files, and your body/mind well-rested and well-fed. Preparedness and presence are not only 
requisite for success in this course, but markers of respect for your fellow students, your own work, and your 
instructor (me). You will lose 3 points for every unexcused absence and 1 point for every tardy with no limit on how 
many points you may lose. 
 
Excused absences: you are in labor, you are flying and stuck (documentation required), a family member is seriously 
ill or dies (not including pets unless it is right before class and tragic), or if you have a fever, chills, and/or are 
vomiting. Colds, allergies, and hangovers do not count. Verbal or written communication with the instructor is 
required before the class period for it be excused. 
 
Please turn off your phone during class — put it on vibrate if you have a life emergency. Please refrain from using 
Facebook, texting, shopping, checking email, sleeping, etc. during class. Doing so will understandably result in an 
unexcused absence for the day. 
 
Participation Part 2: Office Hours & Discussion Questions 
Part of your participation grade in this course will include two additional items that will help you get the most out of 
this course, by helping me get to know you and by providing accountability for daily preparedness. 
 
You are required to visit my office hours at least once before Spring Break, and at least once after the break. More 
visits are highly encouraged! The nature of these visits can be whatever you will find most helpful — one-on-one 
workshopping of a treatment or rough cut, chatting about how wonderful Frederick Wiseman is, just checking in 
about how the course is going for you, or beyond. 
 
For days on the course schedule where there is required reading, you’ll be required to post either a provocative 
discussion question or a brief thoughtful response to the related ICON discussion board, by the midnight before 
class. We’ll discuss in class what might qualify as a strong question or response to ignite meaningful and lively 
discussion. 
 
Expectation of Effort 



For a 3 credit hour course, students are expected to work on average at least 6 hours outside of class per week (i.e. 2 
hours per each credit hour per week). 
 
Respect 
Beyond the specific aims outlined in this syllabus, an important goal of this course is to foster a safe space for critical 
thinking where differing opinions can be articulated without risk of ridicule or condescension and where we can learn 
from one another’s diversity of experiences and perspectives. Each participant in the class should treat each other 
with respect and fairness. Intolerance in any form or related to any interaction will not be permitted. Freedom of 
expression, which you have (with limits on violence*), is not the same as immunity from criticism. 
 
We may view and discuss material in class that is unfamiliar or difficult. This material should also be treated with 
respect and fairness; questioning the legitimacy or validity of existing material is usually not productive for either a 
class discussion or the development of your own critical thinking abilities. 
 
Important: If at any time a participant feels uncomfortable with material screened in class, please talk to me directly 
and, if you are so inclined, feel free to open a discussion in class. Do not leave the class without returning, as this will 
be counted as an absence. 
 
*Guns // Violence 
At least as far back as ancient Rome, violence has been a spectator sport, yet numerous studies have shown that in 
recent decades, violence in the media has become increasingly sadistic, without moral consequence, and normalized 
as way to resolve conflict. In this class (and department) we reject this turn towards a more violent society for both 
human and narrative reasons. That is: there is usually a better way to tell a story than a gunfight. There will be no 
guns allowed in your work and no graphic representation of violence against sentient beings. Ask yourself: isn’t 
screen violence an emotional shortcut? If you feel you absolutely must use violence, come talk to me first and we’ll 
work together to see what the violence is really reaching towards. 
 
Written Work // Email Policies 
Precision in communication is an essential element of production and especially collaboration. Please print all 
writing double-sided and staple multiple pages. In your email correspondence related to this class, please include a 
subject line that is relevant to your message, and include your name as part of the file name for any attachment (e.g. 
rather than “Treatment,” name the file “Swanson Self-Portrait Treatment”). Date all work. Read any and all error 
messages you encounter on equipment or software. Please email me the details of the message so that in the case 
that I can help you work to resolve any issues, I can do so promptly. 
 
Assignments // Evaluations 
Participation & Attendance 20% 
Video 1: Partner Portrait 10% 
Video 2: Pathfinders Portrait 15% 
Video 3: Final Project 35% 
Reflective Journal  & Other Writing 20% 

100% 
 
See ICON for assignment sheets and rubrics. 
 
Grading Policies 
This course will use a + / - grading system. 
 
A = 100-93% A- = 92-90% B+ = 89-87% B = 86-83% B- = 82-80% C+ = 79-77% C=76-73% 



C-=72-70% D+=69-67% D=66-63% D-=62-60% F=<59% 
 
Students may acquire up to 100 total points. Points are awarded for good attendance, positive contributions in 
class, and efficient work. You should prepare to spend at least 6 hours a week on this course outside of class. Rubrics 
will be provided for each assignment. Only in extreme circumstances will extensions will be granted. Aesthetic 
parameters concern your ability to convey meaning. This is subjective to a point, but your preparedness and your 
level of commitment to the course will influence your success. There may be extra credit opportunities granted, but 
these are not guaranteed and are granted by the instructor only. Students may earn a maximum of six (6) extra 
credit points. 
 
**Crewing on fellow classmates’ projects is highly encouraged. However, collaboration at the creative level is 
allowed only in designated collaborative/group projects. 
 
Work due in-class is due at 10:30am. If you arrive late the day an assignment is due, the assignment is considered 
late. The same penalty will be applied to work handed in after the start of class and work handed in within 24 hours 
after the start of class. It is preferable to be in class on time without the assignment than to arrive late. Late work will 
be graded down 10% (one letter grade per day). 
 
Equipment Access // Policies 
Cameras: Canon 60D (Kit lens only), T41, T2i, 7D, GoPro cameras 
Audio: Zoom H4/H4N, Marantz, Fostex, Rodes mics, Sennheiser shotguns, dynamic mics 
Tripods: Fancier tripods 
Lighting: Modes light kits plus Tota lights, Lowel D kits, Rifa kits, Pro Lights 
Post: 249 and 302 BCSB 
 
You can reserve equipment before 8am on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, up to two weeks in advance of 
when you need it. You are responsible for making sure that you have everything you need and that everything is in 
working order. Someone else may pick up the equipment for you as long as you have made prior arrangement with 
staff — valid university ID must be presented. You will be charged the cost of repair and replacement for loss of or 
damage to equipment. If you are unable to pick up equipment you reserved, you must cancel your reservation 
before check-out time. Reserved equipment not picked up by 4pm will be checked out to other users. A $10.00 fine 
will be charged for equipment returned late, accruing at $10.00 a day. Three occurrences of late returns could result 
in loss of check-out privileges. A $10.00 fine will be charged for equipment returned dirty. You can only reserve or 
check-out equipment after you have paid your fines. Please reserve only the equipment that you plan to actually 
use (if you decide in advance that you do not need a piece of equipment, delete it from your online reservation). 
Hard Drives are available for checkout for the entire semester — ask in person as they are not on the reservation site. 
There are numerous items not on the reservation system such as filters, gels, etc. Just ask! 
 
Equipment manuals are online at http://www.uiowa.edu/~produnit/index.shtml 
Equipment reservations can be made online at: http://research3.its.uiowa.edu/film/ 
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COURSE SCHEDULE (is subject to change) 
 
Week 1: Definitions + Introductions 
 
Jan 19 Introduction / Syllabus / What is Community Engagement? What is Nonfiction? 

ASSIGN: Video #1 [60-second portrait]; Reflective Journal 
 
Jan 21                       READ: Rabiger, Part 1 (1 - 30) - "You and your ideas"; Chapter 10 (141-160) - “Capturing Sound” 

SCREEN: Anne Truitt, Working; portrait examples 
PRODUCTION SKILLS: Sound Recording 

 
Week 2: Surveying the Documentary Landscape & Beginning Our Collaboration 
 
Jan 26 DUE: Video #1 Treatment [Mini Workshop] 

READ: Rabiger, Chap 3-4 on Doc History/Reality (33-73); Rabiger - Cameras, Lighting (161-198) 
SCREEN: Titicut Follies (part 1) 
PRODUCTION SKILLS: Cameras + Lighting 

 
Jan 28 IN-CLASS: Visit from Pathfinders; Office of Outreach & Engagement 

READ: Pathfinders materials (ICON); explore Pathfinders website (ICON); Design Thinking (ICON) 
ASSIGN: Video #2 Pathfinders Portrait 

 
*E.C. Opportunity: In Jackson Heights + Skype Q&A with Frederick Wiseman — a true treat! 11am, Sunday Jan 31 @ 
Filmscene* 
 
Week 3: Ethics of Cinema & Portrait Presentations **likely first visit to Fairfield**  
 
Feb 2 READ: Kate Nash on Levinas and ethical stance (ICON); Rabiger, Ethics (329-336) 

SCREEN: Titicut Follies (part 2); Portrait of Jason 
PRODUCTION SKILLS: Collaboration / Release Forms and Permissions 
ASSIGN: Written Observations (optional associated reading: Annie Dillard (ICON)) 

 
Feb 4 DUE: Video #1: 60-Second Portrait [Critique] 
 
Week 4: Pathfinders Portrait Work; and Listening & Looking  
 
Feb 9 DUE: Written Observations [Discuss] 

READ:  Rabiger Part 3, Preproduction (p 97-136) 
SCREEN: Selection of institutional/promotional videos 
IN-CLASS: Flash project proposals! 

 
Feb 11 DUE: Reflective Journal #1 

READ: TBA 
SCREEN: Beaver Creek Yard 
IN-CLASS: Finalize Video #2 Proposals, Submit to Partners 

 
Week 5: Listening & Looking: Observational Cinema, Upheld and Challenged 
 



Feb 16 PRODUCTION SKILLS: Interviewing Strategies 
READ: Rabiger chapt 31 - Interviewing (449-467); Rabiger Part 6, Doc Aesthetics (257-310) 
SCREEN: Shoah 
IN-CLASS: Pre-production for Pathfinders Portrait 
 

Feb 18 READ; Rabiger, Chap 11-12 (p 161-197); Rabiger Chap 33 (477-485) 
SCREEN: Bernadette 
PRODUCTION SKILLS: Narration / Voiceover 
IN-CLASS: Production for Pathfinders Portrait 

 
 
Week 6: The Impact of Nonfiction: Activism and Participatory Cinema 
 
Feb 23 READ: Gasland readings (ICON); Rabiger Chap 14 (211-228); Rabiger Chap 32 (471-476) 

SCREEN: Gasland 
ASSIGN: Video #3 Final Project 
PRODUCTION SKILLS: Logging & Transcription 

 
Feb 25 JULIE DAY! **SPECIAL GUEST** 

SCREEN: Julie Perini - Impressions of Portland/White Lady Diaries 
DUE: Community Partner Project Preference Letter 

 
Week 7: Writing for Nonfiction 
 
Mar 1 DUE: Video #2 [Critique] 

IN-CLASS: Form Final Project groups 
 

Mar 3 DUE: Reflective Journal #2 
READ: Example treatments; Rabiger - Chap 22-23 (341-359) 
SCREEN: White Earth, Unmappable 
PRODUCTION SKILLS: Writing for Nonfiction 

 
Week 8: Final Project Proposals 
 
Mar 8 DUE: Final Project Proposal DRAFT [submit for Workshopping on Thursday] 

READ: Jill Godmillow – “Kill the Documentary as we know it” (ICON) 
SCREEN: Thin Blue Line, What Farocki Taught 

 
Mar 10 IN-CLASS: Final Project Treatment [Workshop] 

READ: Rabiger - Chap 24-25 (361-382) 
 
Week 9: SPRING BREAK 
 
Week 10: Genre Week: Diary Films, Travelogues, and Autobiography 
 
Mar 22 DUE: Final Draft of Final Project Proposal 

PRODUCTION SKILLS: Preparing for Production / Location Shooting 
READ: selections from Laura Rascaroli on personal cinema (ICON) 
SCREEN: Sherman’s March; San Soleil; Walden; Roswell; Sadie Benning; Jonas’ 365 days project 



 
Mar 24 DUE: Community Partner readings for classmates 

SCREEN: Harun Farocki; Tongues Untied; Confessions of a Flying Woman 
READ: Rabiger - Adv. Production (383-447) 
PRODUCTION SKILLS: Working with Still Images / Keyframing 

 
Week 11: Genre Week: Essay Films, Nonfiction as Textual Inquiry 
 
Mar 29 DUE: Reflective Journal #3 

IN-CLASS: Final Project Updates 
READ: Mark Rappaport on the making of Rock Hudson… (ICON) 
SCREEN: Rock Hudson’s Home Movies; The Gleaners & I 
PRODUCTION SKILLS: Mining Archives 

 
Mar 31 READ: Rabiger - Chap 15-16 (229-253); Chap 34-35 (489-502) 

SCREEN: Daniel Eisenberg, Barbara Hammer 
PRODUCTION SKILLS: Using Music / Copyright & Fair Use 

 
Week 12: Genre Week: Ethnographic Film; and Ethics, Part 2  
 
Apr 5 READ: Chick Strand (ICON); Group 1 Site readings (ICON) 

SCREEN: Chronicle of a Summer, Trin T Minh Ha, Paris is Burning, Chick Strand 
PRODUCTION SKILLS: Film Festivals / Distribution / Exporting & Burning DVDs & Blu-Rays 

 
Apr 7 READ: “Paradigms Lost and Found: The ’Crisis of Representation’ and Visual Anthropology” 
(ICON); 

Group 2 Site readings (ICON) 
SCREEN: Leviathan; River Rites; Owners of the Water: Conflict and Collaboration Over Rivers 

 
Week 13: Genre Week: Hybrid Forms, Re-enactments, Authentic Falsity, Documenting by Alternative Means 
 
Apr 12 IN-CLASS: Project Updates 

READ: Group 3 Site readings (ICON) 
SCREEN: Alamar; The Thin Blue Line; Stories We Tell 

 
Apr 14 DUE: Reflective Journal #4 

READ: Group 4 Site readings (ICON) 
IN-CLASS: Catch-up Day 

 
Week 14: Workshopping Final Project Rough Cuts 
 
Apr 19 DUE: ROUGH CUTS Group 1 & 2 [Workshop] 

PRODUCTION SKILLS: Adv. Sound Mixing 
 
Apr 21 DUE: ROUGH CUTS Group 3 & 4 [Workshop] 

PRODUCTION SKILLS: Color Correction 
 
Week 15: Workshopping Final Project Fine Cuts 
 



Apr 26 DUE: FINE CUTS Groups 1 & 2 [Workshop] and/or Worktime 
 
Apr 28 DUE: FINE CUTS Groups 3 & 4 [Workshop] and/or Worktime 
 
Week 16: Final Critiques & Presentations of Learning -- i.e. Endings and Beginnings 
 
May 3 DUE: Final Project Critiques, Part 1 
 
May 5 DUE: Final Project Critiques, Part 2 
 
Week 17: FINAL SCREENING TBA 

DUE: (hand in at final screening) Final Project Reflection/Portfolio 
 

CLAS Teaching Policies and Resources 
 
Administrative Home 
The College of Liberal Arts and Sciences is the administrative home of this course and governs matters such as the 
add/drop deadlines, the second-grade-only option, and other related issues. Different colleges may have different 
policies. Questions may be addressed to 120 Schaeffer Hall, or see the CLAS Academic Policies Handbook at 
http://clas.uiowa.edu/students/handbook. 
 
Electronic Communication 
University policy specifies that students are responsible for all official correspondences sent to their University of 
Iowa e-mail address (@uiowa.edu). Faculty and students should use this account for correspondences (Operations 
Manual, III.15.2, k.11). 
 
Accommodations for Disabilities 
A student seeking academic accommodations should first register with Student Disability Services and then meet 
privately with the course instructor to make particular arrangements. See www.uiowa.edu/~sds/ for more 
information. 
 
Academic Honesty 
All CLAS students have, in essence, agreed to the College's Code of Academic Honesty: "I pledge to do my own 
academic work and to excel to the best of my abilities, upholding the IOWA Challenge. I promise not to lie about my 
academic work, to cheat, or to steal the words or ideas of others; nor will I help fellow students to violate the Code of 
Academic Honesty." Any student committing academic misconduct is reported to the College and placed on 
disciplinary probation or may be suspended or expelled (CLAS Academic Policies Handbook). 
 
CLAS Final Examination Policies 
The final examination schedule for each class is announced around the fifth week of the semester by the Registrar. 
Final exams are offered only during the official final examination period. No exams of any kind are allowed during 
the last week of classes. All students should plan on being at the UI through the final examination period. Once the 
Registrar has announced the dates and times of each final exam, the complete schedule will be published on the 
Registrar's web site. 
 
Making a Suggestion or a Complaint 



Students with a suggestion or complaint should first visit with the instructor (and the course supervisor), and then 
with the departmental DEO. Complaints must be made within six months of the incident (CLAS Academic Policies 
Handbook). 
 
Understanding Sexual Harassment 
Sexual harassment subverts the mission of the University and threatens the well-being of students, faculty, and 
staff. All members of the UI community have a responsibility to uphold this mission and to contribute to a safe 
environment that enhances learning. Incidents of sexual harassment should be reported immediately. See the UI 
Comprehensive Guide on Sexual Harassment for assistance, definitions, and the full University policy. 
 
Reacting Safely to Severe Weather 
In severe weather, class members should seek appropriate shelter immediately, leaving the classroom if necessary. 
The class will continue if possible when the event is over. For more information on Hawk Alert and the siren warning 
system, visit the Department of Public Safety website. 


