
The Latest Generation
Film Contes t

Inspiring young filmmakers to interpret history
through documentary filmmaking

The Lincoln Presidential Foundation and Better Angels Society presents:



Organizations

Lincoln President ia l Founda t ion is  nonprofit  public 
charity headquarte red  in Illinois . It  is  the  only 
na t iona l founda t ion focused  on increasing  access  
to his tory, educa t iona l programs, exhib its , and  
s ite s  highlight ing  the  life  and  legacy of Abraham 
Lincoln. The  Founda t ion does  its  work in 
coopera t ion and  pa rtne rship  with othe rs  loca lly, 
na t iona lly, and  g loba lly. Its  vis ion is  a  world  where  
freedom and democracy flourish, insp ired  by the  
life  and  work of Abraham Lincoln.

The  Be t te r Ange ls  Socie ty is  a  non-profit  
organiza t ion dedica ted  to educa t ing  Americans 
about  the ir his tory through documenta ry film. Our 
goa l is  to educa te , engage  and  provoke  thoughtful 
d iscussion among people  of every polit ica l 
pe rsuasion and  ideology. We work to ensure  
his torica lly s ignificant  films a re  comple ted , 
b roadcast , p romoted , and  shared  in ways tha t  reach 
and  inform as  many people  as  possib le  through 
robust  educa t iona l and  civic outreach. The  Socie ty is  
current ly ra is ing  funds for Ken Burns’s  films in 
product ion and  p lanned  over the  next  ten yea rs .

https://www.lincolnpresidential.org/
https://www.thebetterangelssociety.org/


Part 1
Story Development



Inspired by Abraham Lincoln’s  quest ion to 
an Indianapolis  crowd during  his  inaugura l 
journey —"Shall the Union and shall the 
liberties of this country be preserved to the 
latest generation ?“ —the  conte st  
encourages young filmmakers  aged 14 -22 to 
crea te  documenta ry films tha t  explore  
his tory. 

For more  informa tion on the  conte st : 
ht tps://www.lincolnpresident ia l.org /events/l
a te st-gene ra t ion-film-contest /

Story Deve lopment: Int ro to Documenta ry Film
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A documentary film is a
non-fict ion motion p icture  

intended to "document  rea lity,” 
past  or present .

Story Deve lopment: Int ro to Documenta ry Film



What documentaries have you 
seen tha t  have  shaped your 

worldview?

Story Deve lopment: Int ro to Documenta ry Film



Why do we make documentary films?

look into someone else’s life to 
better understand them

create a better understanding of 
history with details and depth

get a message out; spread awareness on 
important topics

challenge stereotypes & create 
more compassion for others

truth -telling; 
correcting history

Story Development: Intro to Documentary Film



Documentaries that 
made a big splash!



I.Genres
Story Development



What are the major genres of documentaries?

● Ethnographic: observation of a people and their culture, often shared from an 
anthropological lens

● Historical: past events or people
● Biographical: a person of importance
● Topical: a specific topic
● Character Driven: follows everyday people and often reveals aspects of our shared 

humanity
● Experimental: blurs the lines of storytelling in order to delve into more philosophic or 

metaphoric ideas or concepts

A documentary genre reflects who or what the story is about

Story Development: I. Genres



Story Development: I. Genres

Optional Exercise #1

List three historica l topics  re la ted  to “storie s  of people  in the  United  Sta te s  who faced mile stone  
changes or gene ra t iona l cha llenges with crea t ive  ideas and bold  act ion” tha t  you’d  be  inte re sted  
in exploring .  Align them with the  ma jor genres of documenta rie s .

● Ethnographic
● Historical
● Biographical
● Topical
● Character Driven
● Experimental



Story Development: I. Genres

Optional Exercise #1 Examples

Historical
The American Revolution , a  landmark 
documenta ry by Ken Burns, Sa rah 
Bots te in, and  David  Schmidt

Character Driven
The Central Park Five

Biographical
Brother Outsider: The Life of Bayard 
Rustin

Examples



II. Narration Styles
Story Development



There are four types of documentary 
narration styles.
Narration style refers to HOW the story is told.

Story Development: II. Narration Styles

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WXDVKq3w4tA
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WXDVKq3w4tA


Story Development: II. Narration Styles

1. Interview -led
In the  edit ing  process , the  cha racte rs’ answers  a re  weaved toge the r to form the  s tory. The  inte rviews 
a re  then usua lly ove rlayed with b-roll footage , photos or anima tion to visua lize  the  expe riences and 
emotions the  cha racte rs  a re  ta lking  about .

https://www.adobe.com/creativecloud/video/discover/b-roll.html
https://www.adobe.com/creativecloud/video/discover/b-roll.html
https://www.adobe.com/creativecloud/video/discover/b-roll.html


Story Development: II. Narration Styles

1. Interview -led

• A ve ry s imple  and  e ffect ive  way to te ll a  s tory 
a s  you’re  ab le  to communica te  the  exact  
thoughts  and  ideas  of your cha racte rs  through 
the  inte rviews.

• If your cha racte rs a re  emotiona lly expressive  
and  compe lling  on camera , inte rviews a re  a  
grea t  way of showing this .

• Less control ove r how the  s tory is  told  a s  the  s tory is  built  
out  of inte rviews ra the r than a  scrip t  be ing  read  by a  
voiceove r a rt is t  or a  pre senter. For a  short  film, it  makes 
deve loping  a  clean s tory s t ructure  more  d ifficult .

• Hard for today’s  audiences to wa tch “ta lking  heads” ve rsus  
visua lly s t imula t ing  media . Also, if one  of your cha racte rs  
speaks in a  monotone , it  can be  dull to lis ten to. 

PROS CONS



Story Development: II. Narration Styles

Student Interview
-ledBirthday

4 Little Girls

Holocaust Survivor Band
Professional Interview

-led

https://vimeo.com/457518513?share=copy
https://vimeo.com/354039131?share=copy
https://vimeo.com/227842958?share=copy
https://vimeo.com/227842958?share=copy
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ebuKaY0KIbI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ebuKaY0KIbI
https://vimeo.com/121283867
https://vimeo.com/121283867
https://vimeo.com/457518513?share=copy
https://vimeo.com/227842958?share=copy
https://vimeo.com/354039131?share=copy
https://vimeo.com/121283867
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ebuKaY0KIbI


Story Development: II. Narration Styles

2. Narrator -led
Footage  or images a re  shown with a  na rra tor’s  voice  describ ing  the  s tory. Often, the  na rra tor will be  
providing context  to a  scene  or g iving the  audience  addit iona l informa tion to a  sequence .

Traces of the Trade: A Story 
from the Deep North

https://www.tracesofthetrade.org/view-clips/


Story Development: II. Narration Styles

2. Narrator -led

• You have  more  control ove r cra ft ing  the  s tory 
a s  you can write  the  voiceove r scrip t  yourse lf 
and  te ll the  audience  wha t’s  going  on.

• It ’s  much easie r from a  technica l s tandpoint  to 
record  scrip ted  audio ve rsus  ge t t ing  clean 
sound onsite .

• If you’re  too heavy-handed with the  visua ls , the  s tory can 
lose  authent icity. You a lso have  to be  ca re ful not  to se lect  
b-roll tha t  doesn’t  fit  and  takes  you out  of the  s tory. 

PROS CONS



Story Development: II. Narration Styles

Student N
arrator-led

Professional N
arrator-led

Hush

https://youtu.be/MnRiTUC6NyA
https://vimeo.com/189570347
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IUX3ZIeS9yQ
https://vimeo.com/176507317
https://youtu.be/MnRiTUC6NyA
https://vimeo.com/189570347
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IUX3ZIeS9yQ
https://vimeo.com/176507317


Story Development: II. Narration Styles

3. Presenter -led
The  presente r could  be  the  filmmaker themse lves, a  journa lis t , 
a ctor, media  pe rsona lity or an expe rt  tha t  is  knowledgeable  in 
a  pa rt icula r a rea . The  presente r appea rs  on camera , conducts  
inte rviews, and may a lso do voice -ove rs  for pa rts  of the  film. 
With this  s tyle , often the  emotion of the  s tory will come  from 
the  pre sente r’s  fee lings and pe rspect ives about  the  topic, a s  
we ll a s  coming from any cha racte rs  they may inte rview as pa rt  
of the  film.



Story Development: II. Narration Styles

3. Presenter -led

• It  can be  a  grea t  way to g ive  a  focus and  cente r 
point  to a  la rger s tory. For example , with a  
documenta ry based a round an issue  a  
pre senter he lps  t ie  a ll the  inte rviews toge the r 
and  we  go on a  journey with the  pre senter.

• It  can some t imes d is t ract  audiences from the  ma in ideas  of 
the  s tory.

• It  can be  expensive  if you’re  want ing to hire  a  profe ssiona l 
pre senter.

PROS CONS



Story Development: II. Narration Styles

Student Presenter-led

Professional Presenter-led

CrashCourse

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=csqq8bnyzVk
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z21elmpg-W0
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=csqq8bnyzVk
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z21elmpg-W0


Story Development: II. Narration Styles

4. Observational -led
When the  filmmakers  invite  each viewer to draw the ir own 
conclusions from the  film, without  an inte rviewee , pre sente r, or 
voiceove r to na rra te  the  s tory. 

This  s tyle  is  a lso ca lled  ‘fly-on-the -wall’ or ‘vé rité ’ 
filmmaking . It ’s  ma inly used  to show events  or rea l-life  
s itua t ions  in which the  camera  follows someone  – or a  
group of people  – a round. It ’s  a s  though the  audience  
is  jus t  an invis ib le  specta tor, and  this  s tyle  is  meant  to 
g ive  the  fee ling  tha t  the  camera  isn’t  the re . This  means 
the  main emotion of the  s tory will come d irect ly from 
the  act ion tha t  takes  p lace  and  the  conversa t ions  
be tween characte rs .



Story Development: II. Narration Styles

4. Observational -led

• When done  we ll it  can be  one  of the  most  
t ruthful and  raw types of documenta ries to 
wa tch.

• It  a lso a llows the  audience  to engage  with the  
s tory from an object ive  point  of view and make  
the ir own decis ions about  the  subject  of the  
s tory.

• This  type  of na rra t ion s tyle  can be  incredibly t ime-
consuming a s  wa it ing for engaging  events  to unfold  in rea l-
t ime  can take  months if not  yea rs  - so you have  to be  
pa t ient  if you’re  going  to make  your documenta ry using  
this  na rra tion s tyle . 

PROS CONS



Story Development: II. Narration Styles

O
bservational-led Shorts

O
bservational-led Features

Baby Brother

Down the Stream

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=isbiUzrKnVU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uf9Nq2ju0t0&t=1s
https://vimeo.com/305536036
https://vimeo.com/305536036
https://vimeo.com/129293500
https://vimeo.com/129293500
https://vimeo.com/305536036
https://vimeo.com/129293500
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=isbiUzrKnVU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uf9Nq2ju0t0&t=1s


Story Development: II. Narration Styles

Narration Style Post -discussion

Which of the  four narra t ive  s tyles  do you fee l was most  e ffect ive?
Which of the  films engaged you most  and  why?

https://vimeo.com/457518513?share=copy
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uf9Nq2ju0t0&t=1s
https://vimeo.com/189570347
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=csqq8bnyzVk
https://vimeo.com/457518513?share=copy
https://vimeo.com/189570347
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=csqq8bnyzVk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uf9Nq2ju0t0&t=1s


Story Development: II. Narration Styles

Optional Exercise #2

Go back to the  three  his torica l topics  you would  like  to explore  and se lect  the  one  you a re  MOST 
inte re sted  in deve loping furthe r by p icking a  na rra t ion-style  you think would  be  the  best  fit . 

For example : 
● If you a re  dea ling  with a  topic tha t  has  a subject who can speak on 

your topic now , “inte rview-led” might  be  a  good opt ion. Lis t  
potent ia l specia lis ts or individua ls  who could  sha re  the ir lived  
expe riences .

● If you a re  looking  fa r in the  past  and  want to flex your animation 
or graphic design skills , na rra tor-led  might  work grea t . 

● If you a re  super comfortable being in front of the camera making 
YouTube  shorts  or TikToks, pre senter-led  could  be  the  pe rfect  fit !



III. Storytelling Devices
Story Development



Story Development: III. Storytelling Devices

How do we create mood through visual style and sound?
For his torica l documenta ries , it  can be  
cha llenging  to make  the  past  inte rest ing  re lying  
on a rchiva l photos  and  videos only. 

To make  a  short  film compelling , filmmakers  
must  ge t  crea t ive ! This  might  include  adding  
s top  motion, t ime-lapse , specia l e ffects  or 
animat ion. 

Se lect ing  the  right  soundtrack and  adding  sound 
e ffects  is  equa lly important .



Story Development: III. Storytelling Devices

Exploring Documentary 
Storytelling Devices
● Archival Photos & Videos

○ My Favorite  Picture  of You (3:24)
How were  the  photos  and  videos pre sented to make  it  fee l more  dynamic? Wha t  d id  you not ice  about  the  
sounds accompanying  the  d ia logue? Did  you see  wha t  the  filmmaker d id  to make  the  sequence  of photographs 
and  videos more  cohesive?

● Archival Photos, Art, and Stop Motion
○ Gan-Gan (2:35)

How would  you describe  the  e ffect  of this  s tyle? Did  it  he lp  connect  you to he r Gan-Gan? Wha t  d id  you fee l 
about  the  pacing  and the  choice  of music?

● Animation
○ *My Sis te r in the  Sta rs (9 :55) *student  made , fe s t  winne r (MUST SEE)

Did  you fee l the  anima t ion was e ffect ive  in a llowing us  to re live  he r s tory? Wha t  e lse  d id  you see  or hea r tha t  
made  the  short  fee l more  visce ra l?

https://vimeo.com/84069155
https://vimeo.com/84069155
https://vimeo.com/92915163
https://vimeo.com/92915163
https://vimeo.com/92915163
https://vimeo.com/92915163
https://vimeo.com/833119973?share=copy


Story Development: III. Storytelling Devices

Exploring Documentary Storytelling Devices , continued
● Archival Images using Parallax & Special Effects

○ DePaul Univers ity: A Story of Transformat ion (first few mins)
Did  you fee l the  pa ra llaxing  worked  to bring  the  ea rly photographs to life?

● Re-enactments
○ A Compassiona te  Spy Tra ile r (2:00) - using  actors  to recrea te  important  scenes  or he lp  the  audience  

connect  to the  s tory
○ The  Missing  Picture  Tra ile r (1:56) - using  clay figures

https://youtu.be/qUetyOumAnA?si=gfT8kPrKa7XYVLfC
https://youtu.be/qUetyOumAnA?si=gfT8kPrKa7XYVLfC
https://youtu.be/NZkCqs_ZI7A?si=oHHqvhwvgE6rDt4A
https://youtu.be/NZkCqs_ZI7A?si=oHHqvhwvgE6rDt4A
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=usHaPDaIGio&ab_channel=RottenTomatoesIndie
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=usHaPDaIGio&ab_channel=RottenTomatoesIndie


Story Development: III. Storytelling Devices

Optional Exercise #3

Which storyte lling  devices d id  you find  most  inte re st ing  or 
compe lling?

● Which ones would  you want  to explore  for your short  
documenta ry film idea? J ot  down anything you see  in 
your “mind’s  eye” tha t  might  be  an important  visua l 
whe the r lite ra l or me taphoric. 

● Wha t  will the  mood/tone  be? Will it  be  s low or fa st  
paced? How will it  sound? Should  it  be  drama tic, 
hope ful, peace ful? Maybe  it  will evolve  throughout? 



IV. Story Structure
Story Development



Story Development: IV. Story Structure

What’s the primary message?
Now, it ’s  t ime  to es tab lish a  theme  and  the  main points  you want  
to explore .

Specifica lly, you’ll want a hook; a  reason for the  audience  to ca re . 
What  is  unique  or inte rest ing  about  this  subject? What  about  this  
past  event  or pe rson is  re levant  to people  today? In English essay 
te rms, wha t  quest ion a re  you answering?



Story Development: IV. Story Structure

Optional Exercise #4.1

In one  sentence , write  down wha t  the  primary message  of the  
s tory will be . Remember, messages tha t  include  a  unive rsa l 
theme  or a  pe rsona l component  a re  most  successful. 



Story Development: IV. Story Structure

How do we structure short films?

Classic Film Structure
A good s tory must  have  a  s t rong  THEME with a  beginning  (Act  1), middle  (Act  2), and  end  (Act  3).

• Beginning: What’s  the  se t -up? What’s  the  hook?
• Middle  : What’s  the  conflict  or need? What’s  the  unive rsa l theme?
• End: What  is  the  answer? How will you wrap  it  up?

The classic film ratio breakdown for the  screen time if each section is:
25% beginning  | 50 % middle | 25 % end



Story Development: IV. Story Structure

How do we structure short films?

Example: Classic Film Structure

Every Runner Has a Reason

Beginning 0 :0 0 -0 :45 (45 secs)
Middle 0 :45-2:15 (90  secs)
End 2:15-3:0 0  (45 secs)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IUX3ZIeS9yQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IUX3ZIeS9yQ


Story Development: IV. Story Structure

Optional Exercise #4.2
Break down your film topic into the  Classic Film Structure  g iven the  contest ’s  film requirement  of 5-8  minutes . 

Add as  much de ta il a s  you can in te rms of wha t  you will include  in each sect ion (beginning , middle , end): 
Inte rview, a rchiva l ma te ria ls , b -roll, subjects , animat ion, e tc.

If you p lan on writ ing  a  na rra t ion, keep  in mind  tha t  1-page  of double -spaced  d ia logue  is  roughly equa l to about  1 
minute  on screen, which is  why it ’s  important  to condense  and  crysta lize  your main points . 

For a  5-min short :
1:15: Introduction to the  topic / hook
2:30 : support  for your primary message  (conflict)
1:15: wrap-up idea  

For an 8-min short :
2:0 0 : Introduction to the  topic / hook
4 :0 0 : support  for your primary message  (conflict)
2:0 0 : wrap-up idea  



Story Development: IV. Story Structure

Optional Exercise #4.3

Browse  Vimeo’s  Documenta ry Sta ff Picks or sea rch “award  winning  short  doc” on YouTube  
and  find  one  they rea lly like . Report  back:

● What  is  the  genre  of the  documenta ry?
● What  is  the  na rra t ion s tyle?
● What  s toryte lling  devices  d id  they use  to support  the ir message?
● What  d id  you most  apprecia te  about  the  film?

https://vimeo.com/categories/documentary


Contest

Check out  previous winne rs  of the  La te st  Gene ra t ion 
Film Contest : 
ht tps://www.lincolnpresident ia l.org /events/la te st-
gene ra t ion-film-contest /past-film-contest-winnde rs/

For more  informa tion the  conte st : 
ht tps://www.lincolnpresident ia l.org /events/la te st-
gene ra t ion-film-contest /

https://www.lincolnpresidential.org/events/latest-generation-film-contest/past-film-contest-winnders/
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