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The film crew’s here!  Are you ready?

N.B. TOMPKINS

Gibson Group Ltd, PO Box 6185, Te Aro, Wellington, New Zealand.

The Crew
The Reporter/Director  controls the story line and

‘angle’ (direction) the story will follow.  They question the
‘talent’ (the scientist) and decide on what ‘shots’ (pictures)
will be used to illustrate the words in consultation with
director of photography.

The Director of Photography/Camera Operator will
make sure you are in focus, set up the framing of the picture
and lighting and control the picture quality.

The Sound Operator will capture all the sound, from
interviews to lambs bleating and computers that go ‘bing’.
The sound operator controls sound quality - they don’t like
airport flight paths or lawnmowers!

These people are mostly ‘freelancers’. That is, they
usually don’t work for the actual film/production company.
The standard filming day is 10 hours plus a 45-minute lunch
break.  Many of them like coffee and most smoke.

So what do you want?
Unlike print or radio, the verbal story is only half the

story.  Television needs pictures to illustrate the words.  This
can be difficult, especially in the field of science where
‘conceptual’ ideas are often not very visual.  Ask the director
what sort of things they want to see, or envisage.  The
director is trying to tell the story with pictures and is thinking
of connecting several shots into a sequence.  For example:
pan across a paddock; a farmer on a bike mustering; animals
running through a gate into some yards; the farmer closing
the gate; drafting.  It takes time.  This simple example would
take from one to two hours to film, for about 30 to 45
seconds of finished picture sequence.

It also takes time to set up shots, even for a simple
interview.  So always ask the film crew how long they think
it will take and make that time available.  Don’t organise
meetings for that day or a visiting school group, a film crew
will often go over time.

Prepare
You will most likely have had contact with the crew

before they turn up and you will know the general direction
of the story, so be ready with what you need to say and
what they want to see.

Inform your colleagues that there will be a film crew
around and that they may be needed.  Get possible locations
that the crew may want to film ready and the people to
help, especially when dealing with animals.  The crew
doesn’t have time to wait around for 45 minutes for the
scientist to go and get an animal from the back paddock.

The crew needs quiet when doing interviews, and might
have to turn things off, like air conditioning.  Know where
the switches are.  The crew can’t come back the next day
because they missed a bit.  Lose the pen out of your hand
because every time you click it, the sound operator gets
closer to insanity.

What am I going to say?
Keep It Simple Scientist (K.I.S.S)!  The crew are not

scientists and neither will most of the audience be.  Use
language that is appropriate to the final audience.

Don’t try to explain everything in one monosyllabic
sentence (the crew won’t use it).  Short concise, pithy
sentences and don’t be afraid to say, “Can I have another
go at that?”

The director might also, seem to be asking the same
question twice or more.  This is not necessarily because
they did not understand your answer, but because they are
looking for a more confident or clear “take” on it.

The reporter’s questions are often cut out of the story
so it can be a good idea to start your answers with the
question.  Reporter: “What is your name?”  Scientist: “My
name is….”

If you have done some on-screen work before, think
how it worked out and what you could have done better.

Be animated, but be sincere.

Image is everything
Be aware of how the story will look on the screen.  You

are trying to convey an air of professionalism.  You might
also be looking for funding, so make yourself presentable.

Clothing in bright-saturated colours, such as red and
orange, do not look good on television, they tend to ‘bleed’.
Stripes or small chequered clothing make the screen
‘wobble’.

Don’t look at the camera, unless you are asked to.

Relax
The experience can all be a bit frightening but the more

prepared you are the easier you will find it and the more
you will be able to concentrate on what you need to say
and do.

Have a glass of water & tissues handy.  Often when you
are nervous your mouth will dry out and you may sweat
(especially under the hot filming lights).

Get help and advice
Many institutions have a public relations or corporate

communication department.  They are often the very people
who got you into the situation in the first place.  Ask for
their help.

Listen and Suggest
The film crew have been doing this a long time, they

are there to get the best possible story, they know what
they are doing and they know what they want.  The scientist
will have knowledge of their workplace and their project.

Remember – It’s not rocket science
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