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Far Beyond Show and Tell:
Strategies for Integration of Desktop 
Documentary Making into History Classrooms
Bruce Fehn, Melanie Johnson and Tyson Smith

Elementary and secondary school 
history students demonstrate a 
great deal of enthusiasm for mak-

ing documentary films.1 With free and 
easy-to-use software, as well as vast 
online, archival resources containing 
images and sounds, students can sit at a 
computer and make serious and engag-
ing documentary productions. Students’ 
emotional engagement with pictures and 
music dissolves the question: Why are 
we studying this? With students affec-
tively engaged by technology, imagery, 
and sound, teachers “can leverage the 
power of graphics, music and cinema 
to support richer historical inquiry and 
interpretation.”2 Teachers, moreover, 
can use desktop documentary making 
to help students efficiently understand 
history as a construction; documentaries 
combine images, sounds and special 
effects into a narrative representation 
of the past.

In a university and high school 
partnership, we are studying ways to 
productively integrate desktop docu-
mentary making into high school his-
tory courses. While little research has 
appeared on how, why, or with what 

results secondary school history teach-
ers have integrated documentary mak-
ing into classrooms, we know colleagues 
nationwide are doing it. Our Internet 
research indicated teachers have devel-
oped a variety of ways to help students 
produce high quality documentaries. 
At Lee Summit High School in Kansas, 
for example, students and teachers go 
to the school website (http://its.leesum-

mit.k12.mo.us/digitalmedia.htm) to print 
out a “storyboard,” with which students 
organize images and narrative scripts 
to build a documentary. We also dis-
covered many desktop documentaries, 
created by students for school history 
assignments, on the video sharing web-
site, YouTube (www.youtube.com/).

What is a historical desktop docu-
mentary? How do students make them? 
Why should teachers have students 
make documentaries? How can their 
production be successfully integrated 
into secondary school classrooms?

These are questions raised from 
exploring potentialities and challenges of 
desktop documentary making in our own 
classes. In this article, we share answers 
to these questions for those who have 

integrated desktop documentary mak-
ing into history classrooms or those who 
have interest in doing so. 

What is Desktop Documentary? 
Desktop documentaries are motion pic-
tures students create at a computer key-
board through organizing images, sounds, 
music, video clips and special effects into 
a movie of three to ten minutes duration. 
To organize images and sound, we recom-
mend students use Microsoft Photo Story 
3 or Apple iMovie. These programs con-
tain three or four simple, easy-to-learn 
movie making operations that can pro-
duce a sophisticated digital movie of a 
past event or development.

Photo Story 3 is available as a free 
download from Microsoft (www.micro 

soft.com/windowsxp/using/digitalphotog 

raphy/photostory/default.mspx). Originally 
designed for Windows XP, the software 
is compatible with the new Windows 
Vista operating system.

For non-PC users, iMovie is an excel-
lent alternative to Photo Story 3. This 
video editing software from Apple 
comes pre-installed on all Macs. iMovies 
enables users to integrate video clips into 
documentary productions whereas Photo 
Story 3 does not have this capacity. 

How Does a Student Make a 
Desktop Documentary?
In conjunction with the descriptions 
below, we urge readers to view docu-
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“Images embodied in film are more powerful yet. One mode of liberation from this 
power might be to encourage students of history to take control and to make their 
own films as a way of understanding the past.”

—Peter Burke, Eyewitnessing: The Uses 
 of Images as Historical Evidence  

(New York: Reaktion, 2001), 167-168.
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mentaries that former students at our 
high school uploaded to YouTube and 
have given us permission to reference 
in this article.

Zach Wahls’ Na zi Propaganda 
documenta r y (w w w.youtube.com/

watch?v=djvSuPfTomg), for example, 
focused on parallels he saw between 
police state behaviors in the 1930s and 
contemporary political developments.

To make his desktop documentary, 
Zach first decided to use Photo Story 3. 
With this choice of software, he had to 
construct his documentary exclusively 
using images, sound, and panning, fad-
ing or other “special effects.” (Having 
selected Photo Story 3, he did not have 
the option of integrating video clips into 
his production.) Zach then went online 
to find images and music that could serve 
in the construction of his motion pic-
ture. He downloaded many images and 
sounds into his computer. Subsequently, 
he selected and imported the images into 
the Photo Story 3 storyboard. 

Zach then proceeded to arrange the 
images in a meaningful way. He returned 
to online archives as his story took shape 
and recognized the need for additional 
sources to construct his representation 
of the history of Nazi propaganda. Some 
of the images with which Zach “experi-
mented” using the storyboard ended up 

“on the cutting room floor.” Zach also 
used the software’s panning, fading, and 
transition effects to focus viewers’ atten-
tion on a particular detail in a slide. He 
aligned music with images to influence 
viewers’ emotional responses to the story 
unfolding before them.

While Zach enacted just a few easy-to-
learn operations, he engaged in a compli-
cated process of history making. These 
historical practices, which we next dis-
cuss, provide quite compelling reasons 
for the integration of desktop documen-
tary making into history courses.

Why Have Students Make 
Desktop Documentaries?
With scaffolding from teachers, we argue 
desktop documentary making can better 
position students to comprehend history 

as a construction shaped through histori-
ans’ or documentarians’ historical prac-
tices. These practices include selection 
of sources, analysis and interpretation 
of sources, and the complex, dynamic 
process of “fitting together” a story 
about the past.3 Like historians writ-
ing the past, students make decisions as 
they search online for images, film clips, 
voices, music, or sound recordings. As 
they locate documents, students analyze 
and interpret them to discern how the 
image or sound conveys their emerging 
visions of the past.

Again in a manner akin to academic 
historians, documentary makers continu-
ally arrange and re-arrange audio and 
visual evidence into a variety of possible 
combinations to best tell the story. They 
reject some images and retain others. 
This constant research and maneuver-
ing of evidence, although challenging, 
has salutary consequences for history stu-
dents using digital storytelling software. 
As historian Cecilia O’Leary observed 
of her university history students,  

“[t]he very act of going back over the evi-
dence … involves them in the pattern of 
recursive iterations that ‘separates good 
historians from not very good histori-
ans.’” 4 O’Leary, together with historians 
Michael Coventry, Peter Felten, David 
Jaffee, and Tracey Weis, discussed how 
documentary making required post-
secondary students to exercise skills of 
the historian’s craft, while providing 

“innovative opportunities for expression 
of historical understanding.” 5 They dis-
covered desktop documentaries pushed 
students to develop “visual arguments,” 
as they applied historians’ skills to images 
and sound. They found, moreover, visual 
histories supported instructional goals for 
writing history, while enabling students 
to appreciate the unique history-making 
properties of historical documentaries. 
As was the case with writing histori-
cal narratives, the professors observed 
that visual essay production helped 
students understand, for example, that 
every primary source has been created 
with purpose and intention and must be 
viewed skeptically. By producing docu-

mentaries students shaped and disrupted 
earlier understandings of past events and 
developments. Through experimenting 
with image and sound combinations they 
deepened comprehension of history as 
a construction.6

Based on our experiences with desk-
top documentary making, we believe 
it helped our students meet standards 
articulated in the National History 
Standards, as well as the National 
Council for Social Studies Standards.7 To 
experience authentic history, Standards 
documents insist, students must engage in 
historical inquiry, namely, the collection, 
analysis, evaluation, and interpretation 
of historical documents. These practices 
refine students’ understanding of bias 
and intent inherent in any historical 
document. Synthesis of documents into 
narratives represents a central component 
of historical thinking. “Such narratives 
and arguments,” the National History 
Standards observed, “may take many 
forms—essays, debates, and editorials, 
for instance.” 8 Among these narrative 
forms we should now include desktop 
documentaries.

If we recognize desktop documentary 
making has potential for enhancing his-
tory teaching and learning, then we must 
acknowledge challenges to its integration 
into classrooms. Desktop documentary 
making takes time and effort, but we need 
to begin thinking about how we can meet 
the practical challenges while mining the 
energy and enthusiasm it most certainly 
creates among students.

How Can Desktop Documentary 
Making be Successfully 
Integrated into Secondary 
School Classrooms?
While thinking about practical issues 
associated with desktop documentary 
making, it is important to note that docu-
mentary production works comfortably 
and powerfully with teachers’ regular 
integration of primary sources into their 
history instruction. Teachers who ask 
students to make movies can use the 
assignments as vehicles for having them 
carefully analyze and interpret aural and 
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visual artifacts: songs, speeches, photo-
graphs, posters, or political cartoons. 

In the process of introducing docu-
mentary making, teachers also can dis-
cuss with students the special qualities 
of history generated through combina-
tions of images and sounds. They can, for 
example, show students what the legend-
ary film director Sergei Eisenstein termed 
the art of “juxtaposition.” 9 Juxtaposition, 
as Figure 1 demonstrates, draws upon the 
simple but powerful recognition that the 
same image paired with different images 
creates very different meanings.

Besides showing students juxtaposi-
tion, teachers should view with students 
contributions to video sharing sites. As 
mentioned above, there are many student 
produced documentaries on YouTube. 
We  recommend, for example, “Japanese 
Internment: This Is the Enemy” (www.

youtube.com/watch?v=JkaQqzumMGE). In 
viewing this documentary, students can 
see how the movie maker repeatedly used 
juxtaposition and combined images, as 
well as voice and music, to create a short 
but powerful historical representation of 
the United States internment of Japanese 
Americans during World War II.

While exploring with students docu-
mentary making strategies of students 
whose work appears on YouTube, his-

WEBSITE RESOURCES
We are developing a website where students and other teacher can locate resources we use in conjunction with desktop documentary assignments: http://sites.google.
com/site/mjohnsonicw/dd-resources. Three of the documents are described below.

Desktop Documentary Assignment: The website includes the “Historical Documentary Design Project” assignment. This document announces to students that “Here is your chance to become 
Ken Burns!” It explains what desktop documentary making involves and discusses how to produce good ones. Suggested topics are listed. The document also explains that class time will 
be made available, and where students can look for online artifacts. Included also are the due date and instructions for how students are to electronically submit their documentaries to the 
teacher for evaluation.

Evaluation:  The “Documentary Design Project Evaluation Form” (a rubric) lays out for students grading criteria applied to their documentaries. The criteria include: staying within the allotted 
time frame (5 minutes); variety of source types such as quotes, pictures, maps, headlines or other artifacts; creativity; attribution of sources; concern for audience learning, and an authorship 
statement. 
 
Authorship Statement:  As part of the desktop documentary project we require students to prepare a statement in which they articulate how and why they made production decisions leading 
to their final cut. In the statement we want students to explain how and why they juxtaposed images or sequenced several of them. We also require students to explain how they intended 
music to work in their documentaries, for example, to provoke emotions in viewers. The Authorship Statement also instructs students to “discuss how [his or her] documentary . . . intended 
to deepen the viewers’ understanding of the topic it explores.” We have found the Authorship Statement helps insure students understand how to produce a competent documentary. For the 
instructor, it provides additional data on student performance for feedback: e.g., “You successfully clustered images to help viewers understand people’s resistance to Soviet collectivization.” 
We peruse each “Authorship Statement” while viewing a student’s production during the film festival. The statement helps us efficiently grade the compositions, as they are shown, using the 

“Evaluation” rubric described above. 

Figure 1. Example of Juxtaposition

American Memory Gallery of Japanese Internment (Japanese child photograph) 
http://memory.loc.gov/learn/lessons/99/fear/gallery.html 

Naval History and Heritage (Pearl Harbor photograph) 
http://www.history.navy.mil/photos/images/g470000/g474789.jpg  

National Japanese American Historical Society (propaganda poster) 
http://bss.sfsu.edu/internment/postermurder.html
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tory teachers can productively meet chal-
lenges of integrating desktop documen-
tary production into their courses.

One strategy is to have a set-aside unit 
during which students (individually or 
in pairs) develop their own documenta-
ries at the same time. Teachers using this 
approach can offer students some class 
time and some homework time. One of us 
has students each year show their produc-
tions as a “film festival” spread out over 
about a week, during which the teacher 
intersperses instruction with viewing of 
several projects per class period. This 
approach allows each student to take 
ownership of a specific topic or subtopic 
that has been previously studied and 
tell his or her own story about it. With 
choice over their topics, and the story 
they elect to tell, students invest more 
personal energy and inscribe their own 
historical and artistic “voices” into their 
productions. 

This strategy can be effectively inte-
grated into a unit whose topics enable stu-
dents to find rich veins of online artifacts 
to support the creation of their docu-
mentaries. For example, in a European 
history course, one of us incorporates 
documentary making into a unit cov-
ering the period 1930 to 1945. While 
working on documentaries students have 
been able to locate many images of, for 
example, Soviet collectivization, Nazism, 

or the Spanish Civil War.
The film festival environment should 

be planned to incorporate audience feed-
back and involvement in post-viewing 
conversations about the productions’ his-
torical accuracy and, perhaps, aesthetic 
merits or deficiencies. Having students 
discuss each other’s documentaries con-
tributes to the overall purposes of helping 
students become critical consumers of 
the past.

Student-produced desktop docu-
mentaries can also be central elements 
of every unit of instruction throughout 
a course. This strategy works best in a 
year-long class such as American his-
tory survey courses. The scope of such 
a course provides students with a host of 
topics rich in images, videos, music, and 
sound clips. With each unit, one or two 
students would be responsible for creat-
ing desktop documentaries on a relevant 
topic (e.g., late nineteenth-century immi-
gration or 1960s protest movements) to 
be shown to the class. The showing of a 
single documentary with each unit (as 
distinct from the “film-festival” format 
of sharing) is conducive to fostering or 
refining historical thinking. The teacher 
and students savor these productions. 
The documentaries can be critiqued 
for use of sources or merit of historical 
arguments. If shown at the beginning of 
the unit, the documentary becomes a 

common or shared reference point for 
subsequent discussions that arise later 
in the unit or course. When shown at 
the end of a unit, students can compare 
the documentary’s construction of the 
historical event with their textbook’s, or 
their own, interpretations. Such strate-
gies, if repeated throughout the school 
year, involves all students in the pro-
cesses of desktop documentary making, 
while cultivating and refining students’ 
skills of analysis, interpretation and cri-
tique. Each student’s production thereby 
becomes an important central feature of 
a particular unit of instruction.

Another approach to documentary 
integration is having the entire class 
produce a single documentary. Class 
time would be dedicated for students 
to find images and come to consensus 
on the documentary’s narrative line, 
the questions it explores, and the facts 
to be included in support of the narra-
tive. Some teachers might feel confident 
enough to allow student leadership of 
such a project, whether as a whole class 
or in groups, with the teacher sliding into 
a facilitator role and encouraging student 
development of “do-it-yourself know-
how.” Advantages to such an approach 
are opportunities for cooperation and 
a shared sense of accomplishment in a 
common goal.

Conclusion
Desktop documentaries are a mode of 
history production and representation 
that generates enthusiasm, enabling 
teachers to refine students’ historical 
thinking skills and practices. We have 
found that virtually every student enjoys 
making documentaries and viewing each 
other’s productions. 

Making competent documentaries, 
however, is not easy, and presents 
challenges for both teachers and stu-
dents. Students will find that making 
documentaries requires a lot of work as 
they maneuver images and sound into 
a thoughtful narrative. Teachers need 
to provide instructions for students and 

Tips from the Trenches

1.  Create one yourself.  It doesn’t have to be long or all that fantastic.  But you should have a sense of what you are asking students 
to do, and you will be able to rewrite a better version of this tip list for your own students.

2.  Anticipate technological snags. Preach in advance about backing up data, using flash drives, and planning ahead. Your own 
experience will help. Show students your documentary, while discussing with them problems you experienced as well as experi-
ences you enjoyed. Have them use a rubric to evaluate your documentary, show students other productions appearing on video 
sharing websites.

3.  Think about how to evaluate students’ projects. How objective can or should you be?   By including specific requirements about 
text, number or type of images, length, and crediting sources, you create standards to help you evaluate the work. Be prepared to 
embrace subjectivity involved in your evaluation of students’ productions.  

4.  Have students write in some fashion about the experience of MAKING their documentaries.  Have students write a brief author-
ship statement outlining his/her goals and the questions s/he wanted to explore. Ask them how it felt to have their work viewed 
and critiqued by classmates. How did their documentaries emerge and change in the process of making history?  

5.  Have students write about the experience of VIEWING documentaries. To help students remain attentive when viewing others’ 
work, teachers can ask the audience to write reflections or impressions. These comments might respond to a particular documen-
tary, or synthesize, or compare information contained in student work on the same topic, e.g., Nazi propaganda. 

continued on page 116
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help them get started on their projects. 
Investment of teachers and students’ time 
and energy into documentary making 
offers big dividends. Students engage in 
meaningful and memorable work that 
will be viewed by their peers, thus spur-
ring them to do their best. Most will be 
proud of their work, and many will want 
to share it online with viewers worldwide. 
Teachers will enjoy using documentary 
making to enrich and diversify students’ 
experiences with history, while taking 
them way beyond show and tell. 
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