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INTRODUCTION

Film production starts well before you actually pick up your camera and sound equipment.  It requires a 
great deal of advance planning and organisation to ensure that all goes well on the day. 

Technical skill and a good awareness of production processes are also needed to guarantee you capture the 
best possible quality footage and sound.  This guide aims to help you with these processes, both before and 
during the production shoot. 

A great film maker must have the ability not only to generate original and creative ideas for a film but also 
to know how to realise these ideas on film, using the technologies and resources available. Even when 
working with an experienced cinematographer, a professional director must have a strong visual sense of 
how to communicate their ideas to the audience, and part of this relates to knowing how cameras work 
and understanding their capabilities. 

Film is more than just what we see, however. While most people understand the vital function of the 
camera in film-making, fewer may be aware of the central role played by good quality sound, and the 
corresponding need to approach the recording of audio tracks as seriously and painstakingly as the visual 
footage.

This production guide introduces some camera related terminology and provides step-by-step instructions 
to help you make the best out of the camera you use for your coursework production, whether it be a DSLR 
(Digital Single Lens Reflex) camera or a camcorder. The guide is divided into separate DSLR and Camcorder 
sections, each with the same guidance areas and some inevitable overlap of content. This means that you 
can just read the section that is relevant to the type of camera you are working with.

The guide also contains detailed information about sound recording options, on-set protocols and best-
practice tips to help you secure great quality audio and bring your film to life as you envisaged it.

To help you further once you have recorded your sound and footage, detailed guidance regarding editing 
and post production sound can be found in the Editing Workflows booklet which is available for download 
from the subject microsite.

Please Note: CCEA makes every effort to ensure guidance is accurate, up-to-date and relevant. Due to the 
fast-changing nature of the technologies they cover, guidance documents such as this will be updated to 
reflect any substantial software or technical updates when necessary and the updated versions uploaded to 
the subject microsite. This edition dates from Autumn 2016.
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A BRIEF GUIDE TO USING DSLR CAMERAS

While primarily designed for stills photography, modern DSLR (Digital Single Lens Reflex) Cameras have 
become a popular tool amongst film-makers.  They offer great quality footage and a good degree of 
control over cinematography because of their large responsive sensors and superior lenses. 

We recommend consulting the manual for your own camera, as some operations and functions may 
vary from model to model, but this guide should give you a very thorough overview of the main 
settings and their effects.

Settings

You want your film to look controlled, professional and as close as it can be to the way you envisaged it, 
so it’s vital that you learn to operate the camera at its optimal settings.  Most camcorders will come with 
an AUTO mode and can function as simple point-and-shoot devices, but DLSRs have intricate controls for 
adjusting focus and image quality. If those particular settings aren’t correctly calibrated, you will end up 
with grainy and poorly focused footage. You need to understand a few basics to achieve a cinematic effect.

Frame rate

Most camcorders will have only one frame rate option but DSLRs can come with a variety of frame rate 
settings. It’s important you choose the correct one to avoid picture interference and other negative effects.

30 frames per second (fps): is the standard frame-rate for NTSC, the TV setting used in Asia and North 
America. Many DSLRs will default to this frame rate when turned on for the first time. However this 
frame-rate is to be avoided – in North America and Asia, the 30fps rate works best with the speed of 
their electricity supply. Here, however, because our electricity cycles at 50 Hertz, we will get strange and 
unwanted flaws such as strobing in our image if we film at 30fps. 

25 frames per second (fps): is the standard frame rate used for the European video system PAL and it’s 
what your DSLR should be set to. To better understand the issue you may wish to film fluorescent lights 
(which flicker at a rate that’s aligned to the ‘speed’ of our electricity flow) at first 30fps and then 25fps. You 
will likely see some strobing or strange banding effects which would mar your coursework production piece 
if filmed at 30fps. 

24 frames per second (fps): is the standard frame-rate used for professional film production. 24 frames is 
the minimum number of frames per second needed to create a smooth sense of motion, and this frame-
rate is often considered more filmic that 25fps or 30fps. However, like 30fps, this rate doesn’t sync well with 
lights powered by 50 hertz supplies. As such, it can cause unwanted strobing and is best avoided.

Some cameras also offer very high frame rate speeds such as 120fps and 240fps. These are intended not for 
general film-making but for specialised slow motion shots. 

Movie Format

Movie format settings are concerned with the frames per second and the size of the image itself – its height 
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and width, or ‘aspect ratio’, and the corresponding number of pixels this includes, affecting the quality and 
detail of each frame. 

Most DSLRs will also come with a range of possible movie formats to film with. The main formats offered 
on a standard entry level DSLR are:

640 x 480 25fps: - This is the lowest quality video option generally available. It will record a movie 
that’s 480 pixels high and 640 pixels across, so in terms of resolution the image will actually be less 
detailed than standard definition TV.  The aspect ratio of the image is also narrower than normal, the 
image is a 4:3 one - this means it has four units of horizontal length for every three units of height. 
Therefore, in terms of screen shape, it matches the almost square aspect ratio of older movies and 
pre-widescreen TVs.

1280 x 720 25fps: This format gives us an image that is High Definition but not full HD. A movie 
recorded on this format will be 720 pixels high and 1280 pixels across. The aspect ratio of this 
image is 16:19 - so it’s a widescreen image with the same proportions used in modern widescreen 
TVs. Although this option isn’t the highest quality movie format, it may prove preferable for filming 
certain types of action. If your film is to contain a lot of fast moving pans or jerky camera movement, 
shooting at a 720 resolution may give you a more stable image with fewer unwanted flaws. Fast pans, 
for example, can seem to warp the image if filmed at too high a resolution, so 720 is sometimes used 
to record sporting events and action where there’s likely to be a lot of sudden motion.  

1280 x 720 50fps: This variation on the above will shoot at the same resolution as standard 720 but 
offers a progressive frame rate of 50 frames per second. This increased frame-rate also works to 
reduce unwanted jitter or warping in fast camerawork such as whip-pans.  

1920 x 1080 25 fps: This format gives us an image recorded at full HD resolution. The image is 1080 
pixels high and 1920 pixels across and conforms to the 16:9 widescreen aspect ratio. This high quality 
movie format is perfect for filming and, because of its high resolution and excellent reproduction of 
colours, will allow you the broadest range of visual expression.   

1920 x 1080 24fps and 1920 x 1080 30fps may also be present as options but may also, as discussed 
earlier, produce unwanted strobing effects. 

White Balance

The White Balance allows us to program the camera to properly interpret the colours and brightness of 
our environment – it is therefore very important and should be remembered each time you film. If, for 
example, you film indoors under artificial light without adjusting the White Balance, you may find that your 
picture has a murky looking amber tone. Likewise if filming is carried out in natural light without the White 
Balance having been properly adjusted, this may result in footage that seems oddly blue and washed out. 

Because sunlight and artificial light have different colour temperatures, we need to tell the DSLR camera 
how to make allowances for these different types of light.  In the screen shots below you can see two shots 
of the same scene, and how it appears with and without the correct white balance settings. The image on 
the left has a blueish tone but the image on the right, taken after the white balance had been reset, offers a 
more faithful representation of the colours and light levels in the scene. 
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Exact instructions on setting the White Balance will vary from camera to camera but in most cases there 
will be a Custom White Balance mode which allows you to adjust the settings for any situation. 

There will also be a number of pre-set options. These pre-programmed White Balance options will usually 
include the following:

Auto
In this setting, the camera tries to determine what the best white balance setting is.  This can lead 
to variable results and is best avoided overall, particularly since MIA students are expected to 
demonstrate a level of mastery over manual camera controls to achieve their intended effects.

Daylight
This setting is for use outside in daylight. It’s usually reliable but is less effective in overcast 
conditions.

Cloudy
This setting automatically adds warmer tones to normal daylight pictures.  Care should be taken with 
this setting though, as it often wildly overcompensates and can leave your video footage looking quite 
yellow.

Tungsten
This setting is designed for shooting indoors in situations where most of the light is coming from 
Tungsten-based light sources, usually light bulbs.  As artificial lighting of this kind can give off a sickly 
amber tone, this setting works to counteract the effect by adding a blueish tone to the image.

Fluorescent
This setting is designed for shooting under fluorescent strip lights such as those you might find in a 
kitchen or a classroom.  It automatically compensates for the eerie blue/green hue of fluorescent 
lights.

Setting a Custom White Balance:

You may find that some of these settings work well, but you will almost always get better results by setting 
your own White Balance. 

Exact instructions for manually adjusting White Balance settings will vary from camera to camera but the 
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instructions and screengrabs below offer a representative overview of the process.

Firstly, you need a piece of card stock or paper that’s either neutral grey or absolute white. After positioning 
this reference card under the lighting conditions you plan to use for your subject, follow these steps to 
create a custom White Balance setting:

1. Set the camera to one of its programmable shooting modes. 
If the camera is set to AUTO, this function will likely not be 
available.  

2. Take a still photo of your reference card. Frame the shot so 
that it fills the viewfinder.  Make sure the camera is set to 
Movie mode before continuing to Step 3.

3. Press the menu button and highlight Custom White Balance, as 
shown in the screengrab (right) 
 
 
 
 

4. Press Set to display the screen shown on the right. The photo 
you have just taken should appear in the display.  If your image 
doesn’t appear on screen, press the right or left cross key to 
scroll along to it.

5. Press Set to select the displayed image as the basis for your 
custom white balance setting. You will be asked to confirm that 
selection. 

6. Press the right cross key to highlight OK and press Set.  
 
 
 

A message should tell you that the new custom setting is stored. Press Set one more time to finalize this. 
Your custom White Balance setting will remain stored until you next adjust it.

Please note: You should re-set your White Balance every time you shoot a new scene. Lighting 
conditions can change from minute to minute and a White Balance setting taken earlier in 
the day won’t necessarily remain accurate. Keep a sheet of paper or some white card in your 
shooting kit, and if you are new to filming, try adding notes about the white balance to your 
shotlist/shooting schedule at regular intervals to remind you!

Focus  

In Auto mode, the camera may automatically adjust the focus. While this is fine for everyday usage, 
Autofocus can be a barrier to getting truly cinematic looking imagery. Autofocus works to try and keep your 
entire image in focus, so it can give a very flat and unengaging look.  Most professionally made films use 
selective focus to direct our attention to the most important character or objects in the frame. You should 
try to do the same. 

Step 3: Finding the Custom White 
Balance setting on the camera menu.

Step 4: Displaying the image as a basis 
for the custom WB setting.
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Look at the images below. They show the same object but in one of the shots, Autofocus has been used 
and in the other, careful manual focusing has been used to highlight the importance of the object in the 
foreground. The use of shallow focus in the manually set shot gives it a cinematic feel and directs our eyes 
to where the film-maker wants us to look.

  

A good director can use techniques like this to communicate information about objects, characters or the 
overall plot to the audience, so it is worth paying attention to where you wish them – and the camera – to 
look and focus.

With a DSLR camera you can adjust the focus manually using the focus ring, a standard feature on any lens. 
There are two factors to be aware of:

1. The lens itself must be set to manual. There is usually a switch on the side of the lens itself which can 
be switched between automatic focus and manual control.

2. You must always ensure the image is correctly focused. 

Because the viewfinder screen on DSLR cameras is small, it can be easy to assume that the focus has been 
set correctly only to discover issues with your footage later on. To avoid having footage marred like this, it is 
best to use your camera’s Focus Assist mode.  This function will let you look at selectively enlarged parts of 
the image on the viewfinder, allowing you to check whether the focus has been accurately set or not.

You may find it easier to get shallow focus effects if you position your camera several metres away from 
your subject and then zoom in.

Remember it’s always best to set your focus before you begin filming a shot. You may find you need to 
experiment with these settings before filming begins. As with most things, practice makes perfect, so spend 
some time trying out different ways of focusing your camera before the shoot. 

To have fuller control over focus, however, you will need to learn about the Aperture – details of this are 
covered in the next section.

The first image on the 
left uses automatic 
focus and this means 
that everything is 
equally visible and 
nothing is highlighted. 
In the second image on 
the right, note how the 
toy in the foreground is 
in sharp focus and the 
background is mostly 
blurry and vague.
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Exposure, ISO and Aperture

Exposure allows us to compensate for too little or too much light.  If possible, always film interiors in 
locations where you can control the lighting, either by using the lights already present or by bringing your 
own lighting equipment. 

Under-exposed footage may look grainy and murky. Over-exposed footage will look too bright, with areas 
of information like faces being almost whited out. 

Most camcorders and some entry level DSLR cameras offer simple and intuitive exposure controls. To 
control the equivalent settings on most DLSRs we must use two separate settings. 

The first of these is the ISO setting. This controls the camera’s sensitivity to light and can reduce or enhance 
that sensitivity.    

This process is slightly less intuitive than using one simple control for exposure, but will ultimately give us 
much greater control over the final image. By pushing the ISO setting up we let more light in; by lowering 
it we restrict the amount of light. Therefore if, for example, you were filming in very bright conditions such 
as strong sunshine, you might bring the ISO down to compensate. On the other hand, if you were filming at 
dusk, the ISO settings might need to be pushed up to maximize the light available. 

To the right, you can see a typical DSLR camera’s ISO control 
menu, showing us a full range of ISO settings.

The AUTO setting will adjust the camera’s ISO levels 
automatically but might not always give you an accurate or 
desirable image. The other numbered settings offer a much 
greater degree of control over the appearance of the footage 
shot.

The lowest ISO setting is 100. This might be used on an 
extremely bright day to compensate for an abundance of 
sunlight. The highest ISO setting is 6400, which might be 
used in extremely low light, and everything in between 
those 
two extremes is covered by the other settings in the range.

You must always be careful not to set the ISO too high for 
the particular conditions – the higher the ISO setting, the more likely you are to get noisy, grainy images. If 
you’re unsure as to how much noise or grain your current ISO settings are generating, use the Focus Assist 
setting to get a clearer look at the image in detail. 

The other setting you need to adjust is the Aperture. The Aperture controls the size of the opening in your 
lens. 

The ISO controls the camera’s sensitivity to light but the Aperture setting controls how much light is actually 
exposed. Aperture settings are also sometimes referred to as “f-stops” and an easy way of understanding 
how they work is to compare them to the pupils in your eyes. In bright light, the irises of your pupils 

A typical ISO control menu – the numbers relate 
to the amount of light that will be ‘let in’ to help 
compensate for stronger or weaker lighting 
conditions.
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contract to restrict the amount of light hitting your optic nerve, but in the dark they dilate and open up to 
let in as much light as possible. Aperture settings – or f-stops – on a DSLR camera work in exactly the same 
way.

Becoming familiar with both the Aperture and ISO settings on a DSLR will help you get the best possible 
images from it.  Here you can see a screengrab of typical DSLR viewfinder window. The values for both 
Aperture and ISO have been highlighted. 

 

F-stops are represented by specific numbers but, somewhat confusingly, the larger the number the lower 
the amount of light reaching the camera’s light sensor.  So, for example, a lens might come with a maximum 
f-stop of 3.5. At that f-stop, the lens will be letting in as much light as it can, but if the aperture is set to 22 it 
will be letting in very little light. 

The way f-stops are numbered can be quite confusing. The smaller the number is, the greater the amount 
of light hitting the camera sensor. The larger the number is, the lower the amount of light entering the 
camera. The reason for this counter-intuitive numbering system is that f-stops are expressed as fractions.  If 
you keep that in mind, the numbering system makes more sense – a half is bigger than a quarter which in 
turn is bigger than an eighth and so on. 

Below you can see two screengrabs from the viewfinder of a typical DSLR. On the left the f-stop is set to 13, 
letting in less light. On the right it is set to 4.5, letting in more.
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Just remember that:
Small f-stop = larger opening = more light entering camera
Large f-stop = smaller opening = less light entering camera

If you are trying to make effective use of focus, you will almost certainly need to adjust the aperture.  By 
choosing a small f-stop, you can isolate your subject from the background. This is known as narrowing the 
depth of field and can help you manipulate the focal point of a shot in relation to your plotline, character or 
object.

Shutter Speed

When shooting still images with a DSLR, the shutter speed will control how long the camera shutter opens 
and therefore how long an image is exposed. The lower the shutter speed, the more likely it is that there 
will be motion blur. The higher the shutter speed the more likely it is that you will get a perfectly crisp 
image with no visible motion blur. 

When shooting video the same is true. A higher shutter speed will give you crisper motion and less motion 
blur; a lower shutter speed will give you more natural looking motion blur.

As a rule, the shutter speed for video should always be set to double your frame rate – shooting at 25 
frames per second therefore would suggest a recommended shutter speed of 50. This combination of 
frame rate and shutter speed (as pointed out in the screengrab below) will give you natural looking motion 
blur.

One downside to setting a higher shutter speed is the fact that this will, by lowering the amount of time 
each frame is exposed for, darken your image. You might therefore have to use the Aperture and ISO 
controls to attain a properly balanced image.

Controls for adjusting the shutter speed will vary from camera to camera, so you are advised to consult 
the manual for your specific model. Once you are familiar with how to alter the shutter speed, you can 
experiment by filming motion at different shutter speeds. The spokes of a rotating wheel, for example, 
will look very different at a shutter speed of 200 than they will at a shutter speed of 50. The arrows in the 
screengrab highlight where and how the frame rate and shutter speed information are typically displayed 
on a DSLR viewfinder. 

Frame rate

Shutter speed
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Lenses

One of the primary advantages that a DSLR camera has over a standard camcorder is the ability to 
change lenses. DSLRs are generally sold with a standard zoom lens attached, but additional lenses can be 
purchased and offer greater creative scope. 

There is plenty of information online in camera store forums and film-making message-boards that can help 
you decide which lens, if any, might be suitable to help you get the effect you want to achieve. Wide angle 
lenses, for example, can help make a landscape look wider and further-reaching, emphasizing its size, while 
to shoot very small subjects such as insects in detail, a macro lens adapter might be needed. 

Tricks and Tips

1.  Avoid in camera zooms

Many camcorders come with relatively powerful zoom lenses and it can be tempting to use in camera 
zooms in your film. Unfortunately, because the zoom controls of these cameras tend to be rather basic, 
zooms filmed on camcorders tend to look haphazard and amateurish. Avoid them and consider other ways 
you can achieve an emphatic or ‘zoning in’ effect if you need one.

2. Use handheld camera work with care

Handheld camera work is often used in film and TV to add a sense of realism and kinetic energy to scenes 
or to tie in with a particular narrative (‘found-footage’ horror films, for example). Given how light DSLR 
cameras are, it is not surprising that many student film-makers make use of the technique. However, it is 
precisely because modern cameras are so lightweight that it can be difficult to maintain even a relatively 
steady handheld shot. The end result can be overly shaky and may even induce a sense of nausea or 
motion sickness in the viewer. 

You can, however, achieve steadier handheld footage by keeping the camera attached to a tripod when you 
pick it up. With the tripod still attached to the camera the extra weight ensures a more stable handheld 
shot. Likewise you could try borrowing or building a ‘fig rig’, a large rounded frame almost like a steering 
wheel with the DSLR camera strapped in the centre. This enables you to control the camera smoothly 
between both hands but still achieve a deliberate and jerkier handheld effect, precisely where you need it.  

You might also find that handheld footage can be given a greater sense of clarity by shooting at a higher 
shutter speed. By adjusting the shutter speed to 100, for example, you can compensate for the shakiness 
of the footage by giving the action less motion blur. By experimenting with handheld camera work and high 
shutter speeds it is possible to achieve an effect similar to that seen in the D-day sequence in Saving Private 
Ryan (Steven Spielberg, 1999). 

3.  Use monitors and focus assistance

Most DSLRs will come with a video out socket or HDMI port. If you have access to a portable battery 
powered monitor or any device with a video-in socket or HDMI port (e.g. some portable DVD players), 
you can hook that device up to your camcorder during shooting. By using a reference monitor you can 
evaluate your image on a screen larger than your viewfinder.  If you’re trying to film from difficult angles 
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you may find it easier to look at a monitor connected to your camera rather than at the viewfinder itself.  If 
your camera comes with a remote control you can use that to adjust your settings and stop and start your 
recordings. 

If you don’t have a portable battery powered TV screen or monitor, you should still use the Focus Assist 
mode on your camera to get a clearer impression of your shots. If there are any issues with focus or grain 
you can change the exposure and focus settings. 

You might also find it useful to review your footage on a larger screen before editing begins. By using 
a HDMI cable or the video output leads that came with your camera, you can hook it up to a standard 
television and watch your footage back that way. This will help you pick up on lots of little things you may 
have missed while filming and lets you ensure that you’re getting exactly the shots you want.

4. Use apps & manuals

Many recent DSLR cameras come with a great deal of online support from the manufacturer. If you’re 
struggling to master your DSLR, you should be able to find its manual online. Most manufacturers allow 
you to download these as PDF files which you can read on a tablet, smartphone or computer. Some 
manufacturers also provide instructional apps for their DSLRs. These can be found online, usually through 
the manufacturer’s main website, and tend to offer a range of useful tutorials and tips. 

Try to find time to read any advisory material in advance and test some of the settings and techniques for 
yourself – you may stumble across an interesting effect to use in your own production, and you’ll feel a lot 
more confident on the first day of shooting if you’ve got some experience with the camera in question.
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A BRIEF GUIDE TO USING CAMCORDERS
Unlike their bulkier and more expensive ancestors, modern camcorders are affordable, genuinely compact 
and easy to use. You may use a camcorder for your Moving Image Arts coursework but you can’t just point 
and shoot.  You will need to learn how to fully utilize the camera’s settings if you really want your film to 
look its best.

We recommend consulting the manual for your own camera as some operations and functions may vary 
from model to model, but this guide should give you a very thorough overview of the main settings and 
their effects. 

Settings

Most camcorders will come with an AUTO mode, which is a general purpose setting that will automatically 
adjust image brightness and focus.  This is a useful function for people who wish to make simple home 
videos, but it isn’t suitable for your Moving Image Arts coursework. You will need to know how to manually 
adjust the camera settings if you are going to show you can control how your shots are created and achieve 
a genuinely cinematic effect.  

White Balance

The White Balance allows us to program the camera to properly interpret the colours and brightness of 
our environment – it is therefore very important and should be remembered each time you film. If, for 
example, you film indoors under artificial light without adjusting the White Balance, you may find that your 
picture has a murky looking amber tone. Likewise if filming is carried out in natural light without the White 
Balance having been properly adjusted may result in footage that seems oddly blue and washed out. 

Because sunlight and artificial light have different colour temperatures, we need to tell the camera how to 
make allowances for these different types of light.  In the screen shots below you can see two shots of the 
same scene, and how it appears with and without the correct white balance settings. The image on the left 
has a blueish tone but the image on the right, taken after the white balance had been reset, offers a more 
faithful representation of the colours and light levels in the scene. 

Exact instructions on setting the White Balance will vary from camera to camera but in most cases what you 
will need to do is select the White Balance controls from your camera’s menu. Once that is done you should 
be able to set the White Balance itself by pointing the camera at a completely white object, e.g. a sheet of 
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completely blank paper. This white sheet should fill your entire screen without being so close to the lens 
that it blocks the light. Once you have the paper in shot you should be able to press or select a button to 
change the settings.

The screen grab below shows how to set this procedure for a standard camcorder – the ‘WB’ option on the 
left hand menu is selected with arrow keys; the ‘Set’ button is pushed when the white object is in frame, 
allowing the camera sensors to adjust the white balance.

 

You may find that your camcorder comes with some pre-programmed White Balance scene settings. Some 
of these work well on occasion, but you will almost always get better results by setting your own White 
Balance.

Please note: You should re-set your White Balance every time you shoot a new scene. Lighting conditions 
can change from minute to minute and a White Balance setting taken earlier in the day won’t necessarily 
remain accurate. Keep a sheet of paper or some white card in your shooting kit, and if you are new to 
filming, try adding notes about the white balance to your shotlist/shooting schedule at regular intervals to 
remind you!

Focus  

In Auto mode, the camera will automatically adjust the focus for you. While this is fine for everyday usage, 
Autofocus can be a barrier to getting truly cinematic looking imagery. Autofocus works to try and keep your 
entire image in focus, so it can give a very flat and unengaging look.  Most professionally made films use 
selective focus to direct our attention to the most important character or objects in the frame. You should 
try to do the same thing. 

Many modern camcorders have easy to use touch-screen focus controls. These controls will allow you to 
drag a cursor across the viewfinder screen. The camera will then focus on the area of the image the cursor 
has selected. 
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Look at the images below. They show the same object but in one shot Autofocus has been used and in the 
other, careful manual focusing has been used to highlight the importance of the object in the foreground. 

  

A good director can use techniques like this to communicate information about objects, characters or the 
overall plot to the audience, so it is worth paying attention to where you wish them – and the camera – to 
look and focus.

You may find it easier to get shallow focus effects if you position your camera several metres away from 
your subject and then zoom in. Or you can refer to your camera manual to the find and then use the 
minimum focusing distance for your device.

Remember, it’s always best to set your focus before you begin filming a shot. You may find you need to 
experiment with these settings before filming begins.  As with most things, practice makes perfect, so 
spend some time trying out different ways of focusing your camera before the shoot. 

Many camcorders now also come with built in Focus Assist modes. This function will let you enlarge parts 
of the image on the viewfinder, allowing you to check whether the focus has been accurately set or not. It 
is always worth spending a few moments checking the main object of the scene is sharply in focus before 
you shoot – even a slight blurring where there is meant to be none will look amateurish and distract the 
audience.
 

Exposure

Exposure allows us to compensate for too little or too much light.  If possible, always try to film interiors in 
locations where you can control the lighting, either by using the lights already present or by bringing your 
own lighting equipment. 

Under-exposed footage may look grainy and murky. 
Over-exposed footage will look too bright, with areas 
of information like faces being almost whited out. 

Most camcorders offer simple and intuitive exposure 
controls, as shown in the above screen grab from a 
typical camcorder menu. By pushing the exposure 
setting up, we let more light in; by lowering it we 
restrict the amount of light.  So if, for example, you 
were filming outside on a very sunny day, you might 

The first image, on the 
left, uses automatic 
focus, which means that 
everything is equally 
visible and nothing is 
highlighted. In the second 
image, where manual 
focus controls have been 
used, note how the toy in 
the foreground is in sharp 
focus and the background 
is mostly blurry and vague.
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bring the exposure levels down to compensate for the bright sunlight. On the other hand, if you were 
filming at dusk you might need to push the exposure settings up in order to let in more light. 

Lighting is one of the most important aspects of making your film look controlled and cinematic, and 
exposure is a big part of this.  It is important that you take note of how the shots look as you take them and 
keep in mind that the quality and levels of light may change throughout the time that you are filming, even 
when still in the same room or location.

 

Tricks and Tips

1. Avoid in camera zooms

Many camcorders come with relatively powerful zoom lenses and it can be tempting to use in camera 
zooms in your film. Unfortunately, because the zoom controls of these cameras tend to be rather basic, 
zooms filmed on camcorders tend to look haphazard and amateurish. Avoid them and consider other ways 
you can achieve an emphatic or ‘zoning in’ effect if you need one.

2. Use handheld camera work with care

Handheld camera work is often used in film and TV to add a sense of realism and kinetic energy to scenes 
or to tie in with a particular narrative (‘found-footage’ horror films for example). Given how light modern 
camcorders are, it is not surprising that many student film-makers make use of the technique. However, 
it is precisely because modern camcorders are so lightweight that it can be difficult to maintain even a 
relatively steady handheld shot. The end result can be overly shaky and may even induce a sense of nausea 
or motion sickness in the viewer. 

You can, however, achieve steadier handheld footage by keeping the camera attached to a tripod when you 
pick it up. With the tripod still attached to the camera the extra weight ensures a more stable handheld 
shot. Likewise you could try borrowing or building a ‘fig rig’, a large rounded frame almost like a steering 
wheel with the camera strapped into the centre.  This will enable you to control the camera smoothly 
between both hands but will also allow you to achieve a deliberately jerky handheld effect when you need 
it.  

3.  Monitors and Focus Assistance

Most camcorders will come with a video out socket or HDMI port. If you have access to a portable battery 
powered monitor or any device with a video-in socket or HDMI port (e.g. some portable DVD players), 
you can hook that device up to your camcorder during shooting. By using a reference monitor you can 
evaluate your image on a screen larger than your viewfinder.  If you’re trying to film from difficult angles 
you may find it easier to look at a monitor connected to your camera rather than at the viewfinder itself.  If 
your camera comes with a remote control you can use that to adjust your settings and stop and start your 
recordings. 

If you don’t have a portable battery powered TV screen or monitor, use the Focus Assist mode on your 
camera to get a clearer impression of your shots. If there are issues with focus or grain, you can change the 
exposure and focus settings. 
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You might also find it useful to review your footage on a larger screen before editing begins. By using a 
HDMI cable or the video output leads that came with your camcorder you can hook it up to a standard 
television and watch your footage back that way. This will help you pick up on lots of little things you may 
have missed while filming and lets you ensure that you’re getting exactly the shots you want.
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RECORDING DIALOGUE AND PRODUCTION AUDIO
If the film you intend to make has a heavy reliance on dialogue you will need to take steps to ensure that 
this audio is recorded in the best possible quality and smoothly integrated within your film. The following 
steps should help you record usable production sound.

Recording Equipment

Using a Separate Microphone

Almost all DSLRs and camcorders will come with built in on-board microphones. These may be fine for 
general use, but have several disadvantages that make them unsuitable for use on your Moving Image Arts 
production piece. 

Firstly, they will usually only pick up sound cleanly if the source of that sound is close to the camera. If 
you’re relying upon a built-in camera microphone, your actors may have to project their voices more and 
be closer to the camera than you would like, thereby compromising the choices you’ve made regarding the 
camera shots. Built-in camera microphones can also pick-up lots of unwanted audio, including the sounds 
made by the camera operator as they adjust focus and reframe shots. 

If your camera has a built-in microphone socket, you should be able to plug in a microphone that is better 
suited for your shoot. You can then position this microphone closer to the action being filmed and not have 
to adjust the camera shots or angles simply to compensate for poor sound.

Selecting a Microphone and using a Boom

If your camera has a microphone socket you have two basic options. You can either affix a better 
microphone to your camera directly - most DSLRs and camcorders will have a ‘Hot Shoe’, a type of slot 
(usually on top of the camera) to which accessories can be attached – this is known as a ‘shoe-mounted’ 
microphone.  This might be sufficient for your shoot, but it is extremely important that you test all 
recording equipment before filming and think carefully about what your planned film shoot may require of 
it. 

If a shoe mounted microphone isn’t sufficient you will need to mount your microphone on a boom pole. A 
boom pole is a long pole which the microphone can be attached to. A boom operator can then position the 
microphone so that it is in the best position to capture what the performers are saying.  

For best results you will need to use a directional mic – a microphone which picks up audio from the 
direction in which it is being pointed. For best results you should keep the microphone about a foot away 
from the performer’s mouth and angle it towards them correctly. 

It is, of course, crucial that the boom be kept out of shot. It can be held either above or below frame, but it 
must be kept out of shot. It is also crucial that the boom’s shadow doesn’t enter frame either, so carefully 
check the edges of the shot before recording.

The sound should also be monitored by wearing headphones during the shoot – headphones are required 
as the set can be noisy and playback speakers may not be of particularly good quality. Listening back ‘live’ in 
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this way can be extremely useful in helping you judge the quality of what is being recorded and will enable 
you to make any necessary adjustments on set. If you are recording directly into your camera, you should 
plug a set of reliable headphones into the headphone socket and listen to the sound recording that way. 

There is a wide range of microphones available, ranging from inexpensive but serviceable ones right 
through to extremely expensive professional models. Whatever kind you opt for, you should always make 
sure that: 

1. Your microphone uses connectors suitable for the camera or device you will be plugging it in to. Most 
entry level microphones will use a 3.5mm jackplug connection. That is the same size of plug and socket 
you will no doubt already be familiar with from devices such as mobile phones and MP3 players. Other 
microphones might come with XLR connections. The XLR connector is large, round and contains 3 pins. 
XLR connectors cannot be directly plugged into standard camcorders or DSLRS.

2. You know how the microphone is powered. All microphones need an electrical charge in order to 
function. Many microphones function using ‘Phantom Power’, meaning they simply draw this energy 
from whatever device they are plugged into and don’t need to be powered by a battery. Some 
microphones, however, have more demanding power needs and will require batteries.   

Recording Audio with a Separate Device

If your camera doesn’t have a microphone socket, you can still use a boom and a high quality microphone.  
For this you will need a stand-alone audio recording device.  Digital audio recorders are now relatively 
inexpensive. Typically pocket-sized, they have earphone and headphone sockets and capture audio onto SD 
cards. If used correctly they can capture high quality sound. 

There are three vital steps you must take in order to obtain usable production audio: 

1. Before using such a device you will need to make sure that its recording format is set correctly. Many 
of these devices will let you record audio as an MP3 file, but remember that this is an extremely 
compressed sound format which is not suitable for use in film production. Instead you will need to 
make sure that the device is set to record audio as WAV files and that the sampling rates for these are 
set to 48khz at a bitrate of 16 bits. This is usually the default setting for most devices but it is important 
that this is checked before shooting begins.

2. Set and monitor your recording levels.  Every recording device will have its own ‘dynamic range’, the 
range between the highest and lowest levels of sound that can be recorded.  The lowest end of the 
range is referred to as the ‘Noise Floor’.  Recording a signal with levels too close to the noise floor will 
result in a poor signal-to-noise ratio with hisses, hums and distortions becoming very evident.  To get 
the best results, you should set your recording levels as close to the Permitted Maximum Level (PML) 
as possible, without reaching or exceeding that limit. Reaching or exceeding the PML will result in 
distorted audio or clipping. 

Clipping is usually indicated with a red light. If your device has coloured level meters you can use them as a 
guide: green is acceptable, yellow is still acceptable but approaching PML and red indicates clipping. 
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You should always:

- Record as strong a signal as possible without clipping; and
- Locate a comfortable range for your peaks (usually between -12 dB and -6 dB) at the beginning of 

your shoot.

You should never:

- Manually adjust the record settings up and down during a take; and
- Record audio which exceeds the PML as this will be distorted and unusable. 

3. You will need to use a clapper board to mark every take (see further guidance below). By using a 
clapper board you will be able to use visual scene information written on the board and the loud snap 
of the clapper board as it is being shut to sync your footage up with your audio.

Note:  Advice on how to attach production audio to your camera footage later is covered in step-by-
step detail in the Editing Workflows booklet, available on the subject microsite.

 

Recording Audio Using a Smartphone

If you do not have access to a dedicated digital audio recording device, you can use a phone as an 
alternative device

However there are a few steps you need to take in order to ensure that you get usable audio.

1.  Acquire a Wav Recording App. 

The sound recording apps which come pre-installed with Android smartphones and iPhones are generally 
designed for taking dictation or recording quick voice memos. So, although they can record audio, they 
tend to save it in high compression formats which are not suitable for film production.  This means you will 
need to acquire an App which will allow you to record high quality WAV files.  Ideally you should choose 
an App such as RecForge Pro for Android which allows you to use an external microphone   A number of 
similar apps are available from online sources such as Google Play and the iTunes store.   

2.  Use a high quality microphone.

Most makes of smartphone will come with a 3.5 mm jackplug port - this socket is normally used for 
listening to the device with headphones but some of these will also accept input from an external mic. It 
is not always immediately apparent whether or not a phone will accept input from an external source and 
given the wide range of smartphones and microphones on the market it is not possible to provide a list of 
compatible items. 

Some makes of smartphone will also allow you to connect a microphone via the USB/charging port. If in 
doubt you should refer to the documentation and manuals which came with your phone. 

If you can plug a microphone directly into your phone, you should choose one which best suits your needs. 
The type of microphone that will work best depends on what kind of audio you are trying to record. If, for 
example, you are shooting an action scene with dialogue and a lot of camera motion, you may wish to use 
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lapel mics on your actors. Lapel mics are small and can be discretely clipped to an actor’s costume. These 
microphones can, however, also record lots of unwanted noise - especially if they are constantly rubbing 
against fabric.

In the main, however, any mid-range microphone with a 3.5mm connection will give you superior audio to 
your phone’s built in microphone. However it is still always best to test your microphones and your sound 
recording workflow before shooting.

3.  Set your phone to Flight Mode.

As you will not want your audio to be ruined or paused by incoming phone calls or texts during the shoot, 
you will need to switch your Android phone to Flight Mode. The equivalent setting on iPhones is called 
Airplane Mode. These modes can be accessed via the settings menu on your device.  You should also 
disable all notifications.

4. Make sure your audio settings are 
correct.

In the menu for your sound recording App 
you will need to set the recording settings 
to 48KHZ -16 BITS and MONO x 2 or, if the 
latter is not available, just MONO. 

If the app has any built in functions for 
automatically converting recordings into 
MP3s you will also need to disable those. 

5. Make sure your audio can be 
transferred. 

Before you begin shooting, you should make sure that the audio you are 
recording on your phone can be transferred to the computer you wish to 
edit on. With Android Devices you may need to install the free software 
application Android File Transfer to your Mac or PC. This will allow you to copy 
files from the smartphone to your computer via USB cable. If you are recoding 
your audio on an iPhone or Apple device you can transfer them to your Mac 
or PC by using iTunes. 
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Using a Clapper Board

A clapper board, sometimes called a slate, is a film-making tool which resembles a small white or 
blackboard with a hinged stick attached to it. It is used in film and TV production to identify and label 
scenes and to allow for easy synchronizing of sound and image during editing. 

A film’s clapper board contains two main types of information:   

1.  Production Information
- Prod. - for recording the name of the production.
- Director - the director’s name. 
- Camera - for marking the name of the camera operator or cinematographer.  This can also be used 

to label which camera is being used for that shot.
- Date - for recording the date of that shoot.

2.  Shot Information
- Roll - in the past this was used to identify which roll of film was being used. Nowadays the term is 

used to identify the digital media card your footage is being recorded onto e.g. ‘SD Card 14’.
- Scene - used to identify the scene currently being filmed.
- Take - identifies the current take. So, for example, ‘Scene 1 Take 1’ would mean you are shooting 

the first scene for the first time. If you have to film the shot again, the clapper board will have to 
be amended to read ‘Scene 1 Take 2’. The take numbers increase every time you go for a new take. 

Additional Information

On some slates you will see additional labels. Their meanings/purposes are:

Day - circled for a day time shot.
Night - circled if the scene is being shot at night time.
Int - circled for an interior.
Ext - circled for an exterior shot.
MOS - circled for a shot which is being recorded without any audio.
Filter - if using a filter on the lens, a note is made of that here.
Sync - circled if recording audio live. This means the clapperboard will have to be clapped at the start of 
each take. 
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When shooting with a clapperboard you will need to mark up all this information correctly. It may seem 
laborious but will be invaluable later when editing.

There is a standard on-set procedure to ensure that sound and image are recorded systematically, and you 
are advised to follow it wherever possible as it is a kind of last minute checklist to ensure everything is 
ready for filming. 

When the director is ready to start a new shot, he or she:

- Says “Quiet on set.”

- Says “Camera ready?” - this is to ask if the camera is focused and ready to go.  The camera operator 
should respond with “Speed.” to show recording can begin when requested.

- Says “Roll Sound.” which is the command to start recording audio. The reply to confirm recording has 
begun is “Sound speed.”

- States the slate information, e.g. “Slate 1, Scene 1, Take 1.”

- Says “Mark it.” - the slate is clapped and the Clapper Loader says “Marker.” after the clap. 

- Waits for everyone to clear and ‘settle’; allows the camera to settle into final position if focus needs 
to be pulled from slate to action. 

- Says “Set.” to confirm that everything is ready for the take. 

The director will then shout “ACTION!” when ready to tell the actors to begin, and “CUT!” when they want 
to stop filming. For an alternative way of calling shots on set and further guidance, consult the Production 
Management Guide booklet.

Tips for Directing with Location Sound Recording

1. Scout for audio

You may already have to scout for physical locations for your film but you should also make sure that you 
are accounting for audio issues during your search. You may, for example, have found a perfect office 
building for some interiors you wish to shoot, but if it is too close to a railway track, an airport or similar, 
you may find it hard to record audio without noisy interruptions. 

2. Minimise audio issues in your locations

If you want to film in a real life location you will not only need to secure permission to film but also to 
make sure that you’re not filming there during a noisy time of day. If, for example, you intend to film in a 
cafe during its opening hours, you may not be able to capture useable dialogue there over the din made by 
kitchen equipment and other diners.

A good tip for assessing sound issues in a planned location is to spend a bit of time in it sitting quietly 
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and listening. You will be surprised how many intrusive sounds you will be able to hear that you do not 
necessarily want on your soundtrack – even something as minor as a distant clock, you hadn’t noticed 
ticking in the corner (in which case you will have the clock removed or batteries taken out during filming, 
for example).

3.  Prioritise your actors

If you are filming a cafe scene, for example, and the action involves a couple speaking to each other, the 
most important production sound that you need to capture is the sound of their voices speaking – so this 
should be prioritised. You should make sure to check the recording levels on your device to ensure that 
you are capturing this production dialogue clearly. If your device has a meter display, you should refer to it. 
Otherwise, if possible, record your dialogue in rehearsals before live filming begins to ascertain the levels 
you need and identify any particular problems.
 
Other background noises such as tea cups clinking can always be added in post-production or recorded 
separately after you have managed to get enough usable takes from your performers. If you are filming a 
dialogue scene between two characters in a space filled with background extras you should always direct 
the extras to remain completely silent and to merely mouth their conversations. This will allow you to get 
clean and uninterrupted audio of your main actors. Any noises the background players should be making 
can be recorded or sourced separately and added in post-production. 
 
4. Be prepared

Before your shoot begins, make sure you have tested your headphones, microphones and cables and 
practise using any devices with which you’re unfamiliar, to minimize the chance of a malfunction on the 
recording date. Always have spare batteries for all your recording devices, and possibly a backup SD card 
too in case of mishaps.
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