Stepham_ iordon, ;gfadu'até of MSU's Science and Natural
Hjstory Flimmakmg-pr gram, who now owns her own film produc-
i 1y, shoots underwater video during a National Oceanic
: ;and Atmosphe ic Admlmstratmn archaeology research cruise at

toll in Papahanaumokuakea
~ Marine Natlonal Monument in
 the northwestern Hawaiian

~ lIslands Graduates from MSU’s

.-MFA program have gone on to wm o
s varlety of awards and work in

; organlzations ranging from
~ National Geographlc i
~ toNASA. '
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MSU's innovative Science and Natural History Filmmaking program

15 at the forefront of bringing nature to screens around the world

Kathy Kasic was in
Ecuador studying frog evolution
when her research adviser handed her
a microphone. Here, he said, why don’t you
record the sounds these frogs make?
“I was out there recording frogs and doing research
and I realized how much I liked telling people about what
I did,” Kasic said, recalling the trip in 1998 when she conducted
research for a master’s degree in biology.

Back in the States with her research complete, Kasic realized that “maybe,
this (was) the path I wanted to take—to do filmmaking as a scientist.”

Kasic later learned about Montana State University’s graduate program in Science
and Natural History Filmmaking. Even though she was several years into her career
as a biologist, Kasic enrolled at MSU in 2004. Now, as an alumna of the world-
renowned MSU program, she has worked for organizations like the BBC, National

Geographic and the Discovery Channel and had her work screened at numerous fes-

tivals, including the International Wildlife Film Festival and Banff Mountain Film '
Festival. She looks back on the decision to enroll as a wise one. 3




Filmmakers with scientific training can
help ensure that sound science is
presented to the public.

“It’s the best thing I've ever done in
some ways, she said of the career switch
that changed her life.

Kasic is one of 77 graduates of MSU’s
groundbreaking graduate program in
Science and Natural History Filmmak-
ing. In the 10 years since its founding,
students and alumni of the program
have won dozens of prestigious awards,
from Fulbrights to Emmys. They have
fl'avelf:d tht‘: Wol'ld, makiﬂg ﬁlms on
everything from puffins in Iceland,
marmots in Mongolia, the Ebola virus
and its effects in Republic of Congo, to
cutthroat trout in Montana.

Perhaps most importantly, they are
creating films that not only are compel-
ling, but which are accurate, balanced
and based on science. And that is pre-
cisely why the program is so important,
according to Dennis Aig, a professor in
the MSU School of Film and Photogra-
phy and the program’s director.

“We train people to become excellent
filmmakers who also follow definite scien-
tific principles and ethics,” Aig said. “Even
if you don't agree on a particular issue, you
know there was a solid basis of fact behind
the film. That’s extremely valuable.”

Origin and design

The university’s program was born out of
a visit MSU screenwriting and docu-
mentary production professor Ronald
Tobias made to Stockholm in 1998. His

—DENNIS AIG

colleague, Swedish producer Bo Landin,
suggested that the field of filmmaking
needed an academic program aimed at
training natural history filmmakers.

Tobias asked Landin if he would mind
if he ran with the idea. Tobias soon
secured $1.4 million from the Discovery
Channel to help fund the program. The
first group of students began in 2001.
Since then, eight to 16 students have
been admitted each year.

Aig said the MSU program was “un-
precedented” when it began and still sets
the bar.

He explained that one other program
existed, at the University of Otago in
New Zealand, when the SNHF program
began, but it offered only a certificate,
not a degree. It now awards degrees but
focuses primarily on natural history. In
2004, American University in Washing-
ton, D.C., began an MFA program similar
to MSU’s that is focused on conservation.

Aig says what really distinguishes
Montana State’s program from other
film schools is its hands-on nature, its
emphasis on the importance of both
film history and science history, and the
fact that it immerses students in broad
knowledge of film.

Chris Palmer, who teaches environ-
mental filmmaking at American Univer-
sity, said the combination of academic
training and practical experience MSU
offers is rare and exceptional.

“Several times every weck someone will

Science and Natural History Filmmaking graduate
students Devon Riter and Danny Schmidt film in
Pasadena, Calif., for a NASA-sponsored film about
the origins of life.

call or email me to seeck my advice on
where they should study science-based
natural history filmmaking,” Palmer said.

“I always tell them that one of the best
places in the world is at Montana State
University because it provides students
with sound academic training as well as
practical experience.... Any student who
gets accepted there is very lucky.”

An equally critical component of the
program is its emphasis on training film-
makers who understand scientific methods.

“In today’s world of social media and
inexpensive video equipment, everyone can
put his or her voice out there, but some-
times questionable research will be put into
the mix,” Aig said. “Filmmakers with sci-
entific training can help ensure that sound
science is presented to the public. They can
provide accurate information thar is lack-
ing in other parts of the conversation.”

The MSU program also provides a
forum for disseminating that informa-
tion. Since 2005, it has hosted TERRA, a
website produced by MSU graduate stu-
dents that showcases science and natural
history productions from filmmakers all
over the globe. In just six years, TERRA
films have been downloaded more than
10 millien times—an impressive number
for any site, let alone one managed by

students with many other responsibilities.

Graduates of MSU’s filmmaking
program have found jobs at a variety of
organizations, including National Geo-
graphic, NASA, the Discovery Channel
and the BBC. Others are employed at
museums or advocacy organizations. A
number of graduates work as indepen-
dent producers, editors and freclancers.

And, time and time again, students
and alumni have distinguished them-
selves with a number of highly regarded
awards, including several Fulbright
scholarships, student Emmys, Tellys and
Jack Kent Cooke scholarships.

“There was no model for the program,
no real existing formal academic disci-
pline, so we had to create it,” Aig said.

“It’s been challenging, but the success of
our students and graduates shows how
well it has worked.”
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FILMMAKING ON CANYON - COURTESY OF COLLEEN THURSTON

FILMMAKERS IN HALLWAY : COLURTESY OF MIKE SUAREZ



2yed Mahmoud, a graduate student in MSU’s Science and Natural
_History Filmmaking program, films in Bighorn Canyon, Wyoming,
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Explaining science through film

Matt Radcliff was in a science building at
Princeton University when a poster caught
his eye that described MSU’s Science and
Natural History Filmmaking program.
His increasing interest in film had
already led him to consider attending a

“regular” film school, but MSU’s pro-

gram seemed an even better fit. Radcliff
soon left Princeton’s doctoral program
in chemistry for Bozeman, intent on
becoming a filmmalker.

“Not only could I learn to make
films, but the MSU program was geared
toward the films [ wanted to make,”
Radcliff said. “It would make use of my

about general earth science.

“We're letting the public know about
the science we're doing at NASA—sci-
ence that (the public) is paying for,”
Radcliff said. “We're also spreading the
excitement about science. We're spread—
ing the fascination we have with the
world around us.”

Creating change through film

MSU graduate Kelly Matheson was film-
ing near San Francisco when a woman
approached and asked Matheson what she
was doing. Matheson replied chat she was
making a film about elder abuse. Mathe-
son is a program manager at WITNESS,

We're...spreading the excitement about
science. We’re spreading the fascination
we have with the world around us.

background and skills in chemistry.”

Radcliff enrolled in 2002. After gradu-
ating in 2006, he spent five years working
independently, producing educational
science pieces, often in partnership with
university professors. Then, in 2011, he
accepted a position as an earth science
video producer at Goddard Multimedia, a
division of NASA that provides resources
for educarors, news media, museums and
others interested in exploring and under-
standing Earth and space.

Most of Radcliff’'s work at Goddard is
focused on NASA’s Landsat Program, a
series of Earth—observing satellite missions
that have collected informarion about
Earth from space since 1972. Radcliff cre-
ates educational pieces, such as historical
time-lapse videos from the data.

Radcliff also produces short videos for
the media and other promotional picces

—MATT RADCLIFF

an international human rights organiza-
tion that uses video for change, ranging
from such issues as the commercial sexual
exploitation of children to climate change.

“She launched into this story about
what happened to her mom,” Macheson
said. “I asked if she would mind sharing
(her mother’s story about elder abuse)
with the camera. I told her we could take
it to Congress.”

The film that Matheson, WITNESS
and partner the National Council on Ag-
iﬂg mad(-: ﬁbOUt COﬂfrOﬂtiﬂg Clder B.bllse
was shown to legislators who later decided
the fate of the Elder Justice Act. In 2010,
soon after the film’s release, the Elder
Justice Act passed and became law.

“The reality is that more than 500
groups had been working on the pas-
sage of the Elder Justice Act for years,”
Matheson said. “We believe video can
support and compel work, and so that’s

part of why we made it. We tried to help
give the campaign momentum—give

it the last push it needed. Hopefully it
helped. I believe it did.

“That experience made me know why I
do what I do,” Matheson added. “Video
gave this woman a voice. It amplified
her voice and gave her an opportunity to
speak out to key decision makers.”

Matheson began working at WIT-
NESS after she graduated from MSU’s
filmmaking program. She enrolled at
MSU in 2003 after successful careers as
an environmental educator and public
interest environmental lawyer.

One overriding belief propelled
Matheson to make the switch to film.

“I believe the five most effective ways
to create change are law, education, me-
dia, economics and science,” Matheson
said. “The combination of media, science
and education really struck a chord with
me. With my background as a lawyer, it
all came together.”

For Matheson, one of the biggest
strengths of the program is that it trains
filmmalkers in basic film skills, and quickly.

“I remember my first professor asking
if I had ever picked up a camera. I had
taken a still photography course once, and
that was it,” Matheson said. “T went from
having basically no skills to one vear later,
I had co-produced and co-directed my
first documentary film. I didn’t consider
myself a filmmaker after my first year, but
I knew I had the skills to become one.”

While at MSU, Matheson won a pres-
tigious Telly Award—a national award
that honors excellence in commercials,
non-broadcast video and TV programs—
as well as a Fulbright scholarship. She
used the Fulbright to study film’s ability
to change policy, practice and law.

“Since the beginning of film, we've
taken it for granted that ilm does have an
impact, but getting data is hard,” Mathe-
son said. “You can’t always precisely show
that a difference is being made, but you
know that you are making a difference.” m

10 see some of the work of students and graduates of MSUs Science and Natural History Filmmaking program,

g to Wi, [.iﬁ’ﬂf?fc’?‘?‘ﬂ.fﬂm
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PARDO FILMING - COURTESY OF FEDERICO PARDO




Federico Pardo, an alumnus of MSU's graduate program in Science
and Natural History Filmmaking, works on & project in Ecuador.
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