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Abstract 

The World Health Organization estimates there are more than one billion people in 

the world suffering from some type of disability, making up 15 percent of the 

worldwide population. There are as many as 190 million people who have 

significant difficulty in functioning. Acceptance in the general population can be 

influenced by positive exposure. Many documentary filmmakers use the media 

form in an attempt to influence social behavior through such enlightenment. 

Documentaries about political and social issues have netted large box office results 

in recent years, including An Inconvenient Truth and Fahrenheit 9/11. Activist 

films such as The Cove have earned Academy Awards. The number of 

documentaries about those with disabilities has also significantly increased. 

Attitudes towards the latter subject are critical considering the rising population of 

severely disabled of all ages. Determining a successful method of activism as well 

as attitude change towards this population requires an analysis of documentary film 

method as well as the multimedia campaigns that support them. There is significant 

research about the positive effects of social issue documentaries. However, more 



	  

research can help determine if a small, independent documentary produced and 

promoted using current techniques can produce measurable results. This is the 

heart of the production of a documentary film chronicling a typical week at Camp 

Summit, and the resulting research designed to analyze any results. 

Key words: behavior change, attitudes, documentary, disability, special needs, 

 film, social issues 

 
	  



 
Introduction 

 About 12.6 percent of the U.S. population, more than 38 million civilian 

noninstitutionalized people, lives with some form of severe disability (Brault, 

2012). The 2010 U.S. Census cites that among children under the age of fifteen, 

2.6 million are classified as severely disabled. Globally, the World Health 

Organization (2012) estimates between 110 million and 190 million people have 

severe disabilities. To understand that those numbers are not just related to aging, 

the WHO reports in Global Burden of Disease (2008) that 5.1% of children (0-14 

years), live with disabilities, 13 million of them considered severely disabled.  

Long existing stereotypes and stigma (Timms, et al, 1997) do little to 

improve or promote the well being of these individuals or to promote social 

inclusion (Quinn, et al, 2011). Much research is specialized into specific 

disabilities such as blindness (Elliott & Byrd, 1984), Down syndrome (Hall & 

Minnes, 1999), and mental as opposed to physical disability (Ali et al, 2012). 

However, significantly generalizable data and attitude measurements across the 

broader concept of disability have been researched by using, among other 

measures, the Attitudes Toward Disabled Persons Scale (Yuker, 1986).   

The terms “disabled” and “severely disabled” include a broad range of 

illnesses, impairments, and limitations. According to the International 

Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF), disability is “the 
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interaction between individuals with a health condition (e.g. cerebral palsy, Down 

syndrome and depression) and personal and environmental factors (e.g. negative 

attitudes, inaccessible transportation and public buildings, and limited social 

supports).” (WHO, 2012, p.1)   

While traditional views of disability have been associated with medical 

models, Ali et al (2012) claim that over the past thirty years the disability 

movement has argued the concept is more socially constructed and thus 

marginalizing and stigmatizing (p. 2123). Socially inclusive education and 

activities have been shown to improve the lives of the disabled as well as 

positively impact those who come in contact with them (Doyle, 2007, Quinn et al, 

2011).  Ali, et al conclude that stigma which separates the intellectually disabled 

from the population not only hurts individuals but their families and the broader 

social environment as well (2012).  Keglon details the value of the inclusion of 

special needs students in traditional summer camp activities alongside general 

education students at Camp Thunderbird (2011). As this proposal will show 

shortly, with its focus on a summer camp, Keglon’s study positively points to the 

central subject of the documentary centered within. 

Extensive research by Elliott and Byrd (1983,1984 & 1985) in film and 

television attitudes about and portrayals towards the disabled underscores 

traditionally misrepresentative images of disabled persons. Their research (1983) 
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also indicates - as pointed out by Hall and Minnes (1999) - that attitudes toward 

those with disabilities show a greater positive change among those exposed to 

documentary presentations as opposed to dramatic programs. As early as 1968, 

Fitzsimmons and Osborn found that documentaries can play a significant role in 

changing attitudes towards social issues such as disability (1968). 

The question raised here is, “Can a documentary focusing on a singularly 

positive message about a group of special needs people create a measurable 

behavioral shift among those who are exposed to it?”  

The project is built around a documentary film Real Live Angels about Camp 

Summit, a non-denominational, non-profit organization in north Texas that has 

been providing a summer camp for those with special needs for more than six 

decades (Weiland, 2011). A collection of audience reaction evidence following 

each of the six screenings of the film in March of 2014 will provide anecdotal 

evidence from a broad cross-section of people. Specific results of these informal 

discussions will be analyzed in the methods section of this paper.  

Additionally, the project is supported by a website including clips from the 

film, information about relative resources and calls to action such as volunteering 

and giving through social media and the internet. Web analytics from the host 

website, www.realliveangelsmovie.com, Twitter, Facebook and YouTube provide 
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additional quantitative data and insight into the effects of the project through visits 

to the website and social media interaction.  

These methods of obtaining data should provide useful insights into the 

attitudes and behaviors of respondents to the film specifically and social 

documentaries in general. As a means of better understanding the scope and 

purpose of this project, it is necessary to examine a variety of documentaries and 

literature about social issues as well as those dealing specifically with special 

needs subject matter.  

   

Literature Review 

Documentaries and Social Change 

 The non-fiction or documentary film dates to the earliest days of 

filmmaking and has long been used as a tool for promoting social change (Karlin 

& Johnson, 2011). Post structuralist thinking and semiotic approach to theory 

moved researchers towards a need to solidify documentary theories (Kemmitt, 

2007). Historian and researcher Bill Nichols (2008) formalized specific 

documentary theories after surmising that renewed use of the form in the 1960s 

required it. Nichols separates documentary theory into six modes: (1) expository; 

(2) poetic; (3) observational; (4) participatory; (5) reflexive; and (6) performative.  
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All forms allow for uniquely applied styles relative to each film project. 

However, Aufderheide et al (2009) recognize the variable that seems to have one 

of the most important affects on a film’s acceptance is the filmmaker himself. 

Though reputable behavior is a critical variable, the subject of individual 

filmmaker ethics is not studied further here. 

Koppel (2007) reminds us that the filmmaker also needs to understand the 

scope of the overall process. Close association with the subjects and the material 

can influence the filmmaker in ways that may skew the reflective reality of the 

subject matter.  

The 1960s also brought significant research into the impact of social and 

public affairs documentaries (SIPA) on the viewing public, particularly with the 

work of Fitzsimmons and Osburn (1968). Forwarding some of Hovland’s 

persuasion theories about attitude change (Littlejohn & Foss), Fitzsimmons and 

Osburn hypothesized at several levels regarding exposure to SIPA documentaries 

and corresponding changes in attitude or behavior. They found exposure to 

documentaries about social issues can play a significant role in improving 

attitudes. One of the shortcomings of the Fitzsimmons/Osburn study is the 

difficulty in determining the extent of long-term behavioral change (p. 394). This 

latter issue may be better addressed in the present day by extending data collected 

beyond the surveys through future Internet use or follow-up research methods. 
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Yuker’s extensive data addressing attitudes and behavior towards people with 

disabilities recognizes there is much work to be done in this area (1994). 

Other Social Science Studies 

Documentaries today are no longer perceived as passive experiences, which 

has sparked increasing debate over different documentary approaches to different 

social issues (Nisbet & Aufderheide, 2009).  

In their review of a symposium at Mass Communication and Society, Nisbet 

and Aufderheide explore the difficulties in measuring the social impact of a 

documentary’s release (p. 453).  While confirming that documentaries may 

strongly influence public opinion, they site the successful new approaches to issue-

centered film campaigns (p. 454).  

Successful Networks and Campaigns  

The idea of documentary-centered social action campaigns has newfound 

strength with the power of the Internet and New Media (Karlin & Johnson, 2011). 

Whiteman (2009) details how a political activist turned to documentary as a means 

of driving political policy. Tracy Huling’s film Yes, In My Backyard was 

strategically distributed directly into the paths of policy makers and citizens facing 

the issues raised.  By engaging a network of those interested in the area of rurally 

placed prisons, she was able to position herself as an expert in the field. Whiteman 

(2009) says the “development and use of an issue-centered model to assess 
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political impact is even more important now that ‘outreach’ has become the new 

essential element of social-issue documentary.”(p. 459) 

Success is also logically reflected at a certain level in box office revenues. 

Michael Moore’s Fahrenheit 9/11 remains the largest grossing U.S. documentary 

at more than $119 million dollars in box office revenue (boxofficemojo.com). 

Categorized by Box Office Mojo as a sub-genre of non-fiction, the top five also 

includes March of the Penguins, ($77 million), Justin Bieber: Never Say Never, 

($73 million), 2016 Obama’s America, ($33 million) and Earth, ($32 million). 

Studies measuring the impact of these high-profile box-office documentaries in 

terms of behavior change, however, have not been largely researched.  

The Cove may not be in the top five in the U.S., but has garnered an 

Academy Award in 2009 for its activists’ efforts (boxofficemojo.com).  

Additionally, the impact that has followed the appearance of filmmakers on the 

Academy Awards television broadcast has extended the film’s message about the 

slaughter of dolphins in Japan several years beyond the initial release (Woodson, 

2011). 

Another exception seems to be the Al Gore documentary, An Inconvenient 

Truth (2010). Jacobson (2010) examines climate change awareness and behavioral 

change by testing the purchase of voluntary carbon offsets in the geographical 

areas surrounding the film’s presentation.  He determines his research is a “first 
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step in understanding how awareness campaigns offer the potential to improve 

public welfare…”(p. 77) This film is additionally promoted by a well-integrated 

marketing strategy encompassing many forms of social media (Facebook, Twitter, 

etc.), which combine with Internet analytics to help build what Manyika et al 

(2011) call Big Data. “Big Data – large pools of data that can be captured, 

communicated, aggregated, stored, and analyzed – is now part of every sector and 

function of the global economy,” declares Manyika et al (iv).   

More simply put by Karlin and Johnson (2011), today’s documentarian has 

at his disposal a “broad array of strategies to engage audience members”(p. 5). 

Karlin and Johnson go on to point out that, “these new tools are significantly 

changing evaluation, expanding what can be learned about the social impacts of 

film through triangulation of self-report data with measurement of actual behavior 

in virtual environments.” (p. 10) Media in general, much less documentary 

filmmakers, are scrambling to better understand these dynamics in the present 

landscape. 

Special Needs Documentaries 

An attempt to gain insight into the body of work reflecting the challenges of 

those with disabilities inspired the viewing of more than 20 documentaries dealing 

with special needs storylines. Based on the number of films available on various 

free and pay websites, it is fair to surmise that the number of such documentaries 
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being produced in recent years is significant. Most films viewed ranged from short 

(10 to 15 minutes) to full-length (30 minutes or longer) and were produced since 

1990. The breadth of material is breathtaking. Many filmmakers and 

documentarians have found the beauty in the individual narratives, with several 

Emmy and Academy Award winners represented in this group of films. Breathing 

Lessons (1996) is one such example. The film won an Academy Award in 1996 

and tells the story of Mark O’Brien, a man with polio who, despite living his life in 

an iron lung, became a published author, poet and more.  

Some documentaries, such as Including Samuel (Habib, 2008), begin as a 

labor of love but gain steam and acclaim thanks in part to the efforts of outside 

organizations. Including Samuel is promoted by The Fledgling Fund, a private 

foundation devoted to sustaining the impact of documentaries (Barrett & Leddy, 

2008). Another such group is Active Voice (Kemmitt, 2007). A San Francisco-

based organization, Active Voice works with filmmakers, funders, and 

communities at “the intersection of media and social change”(Active Voice, 2012). 

In cases where small films are produced by individuals or small advocacy groups, 

significant reach may be unattainable without this type of collaboration. 

Large pay television outlets such as HBO and ESPN are responsible for 

several highly decorated documentaries in recent years, including Autism: The 

Musical (Regan, 2008), I Have Tourette’s But Tourette’s Doesn’t Have Me (Kent, 
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2005), I Can’t Do This But I Can Do That (Kent, 2010), and A Fighting Chance 

(Leonsis & Allen, 2010). Each of these films was produced with high production 

value, all providing storylines about persons with disabilities.  

Though not viewed in the process of researching this proposal, PBS remains 

a steady and viable outlet for documentary films about social issues. In 2012 alone 

three films that were broadcast on PBS received Oscar nominations: The Barber of 

Birmingham, Hell and Back Again, and If a Tree Falls (PBS.org).  

The specific challenges facing families provided subject matter for several 

of the films reviewed for this proposal. Frances and Frankie (2010) tells the story 

of a brother and sister with disabilities, separated as children, who come together 

late in life.  

The family dynamic facing those who live with and care for the disabled is 

also explored in Refrigerator Mothers (2003). Including historic narrative, the film 

examines the way mothers in the 1960s and 1970s were blamed for their children’s 

disabilities.  

Our personal viewing of these films observed a variety of Nichols’ 

theoretical styles of documentary filmmaking, with five of the six modes 

represented in satisfying artistic fashion. There were no films that would be 

categorized as poetic in theoretical approach. Like the literature that drives the 
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method in scholarly research, so, too does the subject being filmed seem to drive 

the method in documentary. 

Methods 

Having examined significant literature and personal research about 

documentaries and social change, the layered structure of this proposal requires 

multiple treatments of method. First, anecdotal research through post-screening 

audience discussions and feedback is discussed. Second, marketing strategies in 

mainstream media and relativity to the web platform are outlined. Third, the 

retrieval of data from the multimedia elements surrounding the documentary film’s 

on-line marketing is analyzed. Finally, there is discussion of the means by which 

the documentary film itself was completed.  

Post-Screening Feedback 

One of the most cited researchers into attitudes towards people with 

disabilities, Harold Yuker was himself part of the disabled community, living with 

cerebral palsy until his death in 1997 at the age of 73 (Saxon, 1997). In his 

comprehensive look at influential variables he observed during his career, Yuker 

(1994) stressed that many of the variables studied over the years were “relatively 

unimportant” and that “unfortunately much of the research in this area is 

mediocre.”(Abstract) With those challenging remarks, it would seem logical for 

the modern researcher to consider his advice. Yuker points out that “attitudes 
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towards disabled people are part of an attitude cluster” and researchers should seek 

out convergence in data (p. 4). Correlation studies, he advises, should be used to 

examine the ways variables relate to attitudes toward people with disabilities (p. 5). 

 As for the types of variables Yuker believes would be most effective, he 

indicates those addressing prior attitudes and types of contact with the disabled 

should be studied (p. 17). Prior attitudes or existing beliefs, according to Yuker, is 

likely the major variable that influences attitudes. The basic form of the contact 

hypothesis has proven to be positive in studies regarding the disabled (p. 7).  

Developing a questionnaire based on Yuker’s compiled data as well as a 

modified version of Hall and Minnes study about attitudes toward persons with 

Down syndrome (1999) would have provided a significant array of measures of 

attitude, however the scope of this project and funding available did not allow for a 

questionnaire approach.  

Therefore, as a means of compiling direct audience reaction and feedback to 

watching the film, it was determined a broad range of screening locations and 

audiences would improve the pool of information acquired. Six screenings were 

schedule, and all were promoted on the website and via press releases to the 

general Oklahoma media. They were held: Saturday, March 8 at 4:00 p.m. at The 

Paramount in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma; Thursday, March 13 at 4:15 p.m. during 

the National Broadcasters Society National Convention in Burbank, California; 
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Sunday, March 16 at 12:30 p.m. at Emerald Isle in Placentia, California; 

Wednesday, March 19 at 3:00 p.m. at Cypress College in Cypress, California; 

Sunday, March 23 at 2:00 p.m. at The Windsor in Dallas, Texas; and Thursday, 

March 27 at 6:00 p.m. in Gaylord Hall at the University of Oklahoma. Specific 

results from those screenings, as well as breakdowns of the audiences, will be 

covered in the media section. 

 At each of these screenings, brief interaction between the filmmaker and the 

audience occurred, as audiences were greeted and seated. Refreshments were 

provided at all screenings except for the Burbank location and were available both 

before and after the screenings. The filmmaker limited discussion of the contents 

or excitement over the film with the audiences prior to the screenings in an effort 

to avoid influencing any opinions or expectations of the film itself.  

After the documentary, the filmmaker led discussions with the audience, 

covering content, affects, personal history and general reactions to elements. The 

questions from the audience varied greatly depending on the nature of the 

audience. These discussions ranged in time from 5 minutes to 60 minutes. 

Audience members were asked to sign a logbook and provide an email 

address for follow-up. Most simply signed their names. All were given 

informational postcards for the website, featuring the logo from the film to allow 

them to follow-up in search of future interests.  
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While Yuker (1994) recommends obtaining follow-up data (p. 17), the lack 

of a formal focus group or questionnaire makes this impossible at any significant 

level for this research. This was determined by the fact producing the film would 

run into the month of March, and even with a significant IRB approved analysis, 

there would not have been time or resources available to include the four weeks 

after initial exposure used by Fitzsimmons and Gibbons, based on the duration 

effects outlined in prior research. Hovland and Weiss (1951) determine the sleeper 

effect will generally occur within this period. Gade (2012) defines the sleeper 

effect as “over time, the audience remembers the message and tends to believe it 

more, but forgets the source.” Additionally, Hovland (1954) shows that the amount 

of information forgotten beyond the four week time period is minimal.  

Media and Marketing 

The secondary method to discuss was the approach to reaching an audience 

for the screenings of the film, as well as the message of the movie as presented on 

the website. In addition to the creation of the WordPress.com based website 

realliveangelsmovie.com and accompanying Twitter and Facebook pages, 

traditional media and public exposure methods of generating interest in the film 

were used. An order of 1,000 4 by 6 inch postcards was created using the logo on 

the front and general info – including a QR code linking to the website – for 

handing out at events, placing in public locations such as Starbucks and other 
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restaurants in Norman and Oklahoma City and allowing for direct marketing to 

friends and families, though resources prohibited much of the latter because of the 

cost of postage. The postcards were helpful as handouts at the screenings, 

providing a colorful and hopefully “refrigerator-worthy” reminder about the film. 

If future funds become available, the postcard is generic enough to use direct 

mail where possible, or to further promote screenings and such for the film.  

Press releases were written and distributed about the film and the screenings 

to Oklahoma, Texas and Southern California outlets in attempts to generate 

coverage. Using a professional media database the filmmaker was able to reach 

more than 200 individuals and media outlets with the information, receiving 

coverage in several outlets. These will be outlined in the results section.  

Large posters were also created and printed to promote specific screenings. 

More than 30 posters were placed around the University of Oklahoma campus, 

specifically in the Gaylord College building. Gaylord College also included the 

posters in their electronic media boards located throughout the building leading up 

to the screening on campus. Posters were emailed to the locations directly, and 

they were printed by those co-organizers at their expense and placed for promotion 

as well. Locations used that information on their social media as well to promote 

interest in the screenings via newsletters and Facebook. 
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In one of several acts of professional kindness and support of the project, 

local artist Jime Wimmer, a personal friend of the filmmaker, created the simple 

logo design of the “angel” with outstretched arms. This was provided rights free in 

perpetuity and is used as the central character and logo for all media and 

promotions (Figure 1).  

(Figure 1) Logo for Real Live Angels created by Jime Wimmer 

 

Making Sense of Social Media 

The most active method to consider is that of web and social media strategy. 

Data retrieved from the website, Twitter, Facebook and YouTube accounts provide 

snapshots of the audiences and even the possibility of collaborative data.  
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On January 15, 2014 the website www.realliveangelsmovie.com posted a 

first entry. The site, hosted on a free open source wordpress.com platform, is a 

redirect to the realliveangelsmovie.com address that was purchased from the 

company mydomain.com. The address www.realliveangels.com was not available.  

A Facebook page had been created but not taken live until the same time, 

coinciding with the website launch. It is available as a movie page called 

RealLiveAngelsMovie. The Twitter handle RealLiveAngels was available, so that 

was chosen and linked to the Facebook account. Twitter posts were a secondary 

and inactive approach, primarily relying on reposts of the Facebook entries rather 

than separate Twitter posts. The filmmakers YouTube channel ActionFiguresTV 

was used as a staging location for video elements that were then embedded into 

posts and pages on the wordpress.com site. The YouTube pages were still 

susceptible to outside traffic, so that data will also be included later.  

The concentration is an effort to drive people to the website itself and thus 

gather as much data as possible in a single location at 

www.realliveangelsmovie.com. To date, there are 31 published posts and 54 

published pages, including a variety of styles of writing. There are press release 

styles for the screening info, personal blog styles reacting to screenings, anecdotal 

entries relating outside stories about campers or activities as well as video clips and 

photos. The variety is used to provide an entertaining approach to viewing the site. 
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Whenever possible these were written with non-dated approaches so they will hold 

up over time.  

Officials of Camp Summit LLC, the camp that is at the heart of the film, 

indicated prior to the research they would be able to provide comparable analytics 

of their own website, perhaps giving an indication of increased traffic following 

screenings or media exposure. However, in April of 2014 Camp Summit 

Marketing Director Liz Applegate informed the filmmaker that the camp had 

changed company contractors for their website since the previous year, so there 

were no comparable figures with which to compare traffic to their website in 2014.  

 

Producing the documentary  

Masters studies began in Spring of 2012, and the Master’s committee was 

formed in Spring of 2012. Production of the documentary began in the summer of 

2013, and was completed the first week of March 2014 in time for the first public 

screening at The Paramount. Some file footage was available for the production 

from prior video sessions art the camp. The final scenes of the film, interviewing 

camper Freddy Cobb and his caregiver Jill Johnson-Scott took place in February at 

Camp Summit and thus were the final scenes added to the film itself.   

Significant creative alterations have occurred since that time, with a 

completed 45-minute “Director’s Cut” being used for all six screenings. A 
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shortened block-conforming “Master’s Cut” has been produced and is provided 

here as the final document, running 27:50, the required time to be submitted as a 

half-hour program for PBS or other public programming air slots. This included 

the removal of some graphics, sections and content under the advice of the 

filmmakers’ graduate committee. An estimated 140 hours of editing time was 

needed to create the initial “Director’s Cut”. Another 10 hours of editing time was 

added to create the “Master’s Cut” for this document. All editing, post-production 

and duplication was done by the filmmaker. 

Camp Summit officials were extremely supportive and allowed the 

researcher/filmmaker to produce the documentary video project about Camp 

Summit as part of Master’s studies at the University of Oklahoma with complete 

access to their files, photos libraries and film libraries. The filmmaker acquired 

formal paperwork and clearances in March, 2014.  

 All shooting was pre-approved and cleared by formal release, with all 

campers and workers required by Camp Summit to sign photo releases that remain 

on file at Camp Summit. At no time has the camp placed restrictions or 

qualifications on the videotaping of events. Single film releases for Cobb and his 

caregiver were signed as well. 

The documentary relies heavily upon interviews with those who take part in 

the camp. The researcher/filmmaker recorded twenty interviews with camp staff, 
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leadership and campers, however not all were used in the film. The 

researcher/filmmaker has taped approximately ten hours of raw footage as well.  

Camp Summit provided historical details and contacts to others to assist in 

the research into the history of the camp.  

Four musicians provided their voices to the soundtrack of the film at little or 

no-cost to the filmmaker. Graham Colton’s song “Love Comes Back Around” will 

require a small rights fee, to be determined by the rights holder after one year. The 

rest of the songs were provided free and clear by Jamie Bolduc, Nick Hernandez 

and Nicole Weber. In fact, all three of those performers went into studio to 

specifically record tracks for this film. Weber recorded the camp’s own traditional 

dance song in studio at Gaylord College. Hernandez’ re-recording of the song “Let 

It Go” has not yet been added to the documentary, since he is mastering it at this 

time. It is expected to replace the non-studio version currently used in the film. No 

major re-editing is expected to occur to make this alteration when the recording 

becomes available. Bolduc recorded “Circle” in her family studio in California, 

and provided a touching description of the history of the song for one of the entries 

on the website. All songs are artistic choices made by the filmmaker. 

Additional background music comes from the University of Oklahoma’s 

Gaylord College license with Megatrax Production Music.    
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Videotaped digitally using Canon GL2 and Sony HD cameras, the 

documentary is edited in standard definition on Final Cut Pro with post-production 

through Final Cut X and Motion. The researcher/filmmaker is the sole 

videographer of the project except for the Freddy Cobb shoot, where graduate 

student David Renner assisted. 

Weighing upon the storytelling styles of lauded and award-winning 

documentaries with special needs subjects such as Frances and Frankie, Including 

Samuel and Autism: The Musical, the decision was to observe and intermix moving 

elements to create a faux linear storyline. Piecing together elements, told in 

vignettes, lasting only a few minutes each, the filmmaker feels as though the 

message moves along at a nice pace, but never lose sight of the broad diverse 

message of camp activity.  

Most of the footage was shot in expository and cinema verité styles, relying 

on the skill of the filmmaker to be as unobtrusive as possible. These styles allow 

for both rhetorical and narrative storytelling, freeing the editor to visually tell the 

story while informing and perhaps persuading attitude change through sympathetic 

representation and ensuing visual contact (Nichols, 2010).    

 

Rhetorical methodology 
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The filmmaker made a conscious decision to focus on the camp activities 

and the positive messages seen in the efforts of the volunteers and workers in an 

effort to illuminate a sector of the population. Rhetorically, there was not a major 

focus on unearthing difficulties or talking to disgruntled or unhappy people 

regarding the camp. However, in the production of the film there was neither 

footage shot nor messages shared in interviews that would have drastically 

changed the focus of the film. In presenting the simplicity of the camp’s activities 

and the experiences shared as witnessed, the message of positivity and wonder 

presented itself as the prevailing message of the film.  

Summary 

 The project focuses on two main components, an original documentary and a 

media and marketing campaign intended to bring sustainable attention and 

credibility to the film. The primary element, the documentary Real Live Angels, is 

the culmination of a three decades long storytelling career of the filmmaker. While 

the message was deeply personal, great amounts of research and analysis were 

done to determine the methods used in telling the story through the film that would 

best enforce the goals of affecting attitudes and behaviors relating to the inclusion 

of the disabled population in modern societies. The film’s long-form version, 

running 45:00, was screened to multiple audiences. The shorter version, created to 

fit in a 27:50 time slot on local PBS affiliates, maintains the heart and soul of the 
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story without compromising on the heartfelt and empowering message of the 

longer version. It has yet to be screened to a public audience. 

The supporting aspect of the project, a media and marketing campaign, 

centers upon the creation of the website www.realliveangelsmovie.com and the 

affiliated Internet social media locations on Twitter, Facebook and YouTube.  The 

website uses a combination of storytelling styles to provide entertaining content, 

visual slices of the film, photos and news about events relating to the film’s 

screenings and research. Regular posts surrounding the buildup to the screenings, 

as well as traditional media outreach through press releases and grass roots efforts, 

generated a modest amount of media attention for the film. 

Three other areas of note should be mentioned. In an effort to raise funds to 

cover expenses related to the documentary, the filmmaker launched a Kickstarter 

campaign that failed to reach the goal of raising $7,000 in one month. The 

campaign to raise funds was not a heavy one as the filmmaker did not wish to 

make the project to seem too commercial during this process. The campaign fell 

well short and no funds were raised as a result. 

Secondly, the film has its own IMDB listing on the Internet Movie Data 

Base. This will allow the film to be entered into film festivals and helps to 

legitimize the documentary in the filmmaking community. 
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Third of note, a Café Press site for the purchase of t-shirts and other Real 

Live Angels merchandise was created with the primary intention of creating 

promotional materials for easy purchase by the filmmaker. A link is available on 

the realliveangelsmovie.com website. No outside sales have been recorded at this 

point from the website. 

 

Results 

RealLiveAngelsmovie.com 

 Beginning in January of 2014 and peaking in March of 2014, the website 

showed a significant amount of traffic for a small project with no advertising 

budget. Beginning with the website itself, which through April 24, 2014 showed 

2,640 views. Tracking on a week by week basis, there was an initial surge in views 

upon the announcement of the site and the film for the first four weeks, with 158 

views the week of January 13, 176 the week of January 20, 224 views the week of 

January 27 (with a significant number of 112 new visitors) and 254 views the week 

of February 3. The next phase featured increased publicity in the mainstream 

media, and focused less on the posts, with an average of one post a week for the 

next two weeks. During that time, website views went down by half (94 in two 

weeks), before both the post frequency and the media exposure were followed by 

the strongest rise in surging weeks. Over a five week period from February 24 
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through the week of March 24, the website enjoyed an average of 307.4 views and 

89.8 visitors per week (Figure 2).  

 

(Figure 2) Week by week visits to realliveangelsmovie.com from WordPress.com  

The numbers have gone down steadily since the campaign to draw attention 

has backed off, with an average of one post every two weeks since the end of 

March  

How viewers go to the website is interesting and indicates the value in the 

presentation of postcards and a central website across all platforms. The number 

one “referrer” according to the WordPress data is the web address 

realliveangelsmovie.com with 870 referrals, more than twice as many as were 

credited to the second referrer, Facebook. This indicates that postcards and QR 

codes served as initial entry points for those seeking information about the film 

were effective.  
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Facebook Results 

An analysis of Facebook data shows mixed results. The Facebook page for 

the film was used to drive those who joined or “liked” the page to the website, and 

it was successful based on the WordPress data with the mentioned 308 referrals. 

Search engine results also seemed effective in such a short period of time, with 155 

referrals. Twitter referrals were a non-factor with only 10 (Figure 3).  

(Figure 3) Referral sources to realliveangelsmovie.com from 

WordPress.com 

Facebook’s “event” features were used to announce upcoming screenings 

and encourage the viewers to indicate whether they planned to attend. However, 

these served as an ineffective way of determining who would attend the screenings. 

With a small number of Facebook “likes”, there was not a very large pool of 
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potential attendees to sign up from. In the future, as the Facebook page continues 

to build membership, this may be a more valuable tool.  

The filmmaker also used EventBrite’s “RSVP” service as a secondary way 

of encouraging people to commit to attend, embedding an EventBrite widget on the 

WordPress site with ease since they are an affiliated free service. This seemed to 

be more effective for the Dallas screening, where 40 people RSVP’d to attend the 

free screening. The total attendance of that event exceeded 80. 

As for reach, 115 Facebook users “liked” the page. The breakdown was as 

expected, with Oklahoma being the most reflected address, followed by Texas. 

There were even five page likes from Bangladesh, most certainly a result of the 

filmmakers recent trip to Dhaka and the associations made as a result (Figures 4 

and 5). Figure 6 shows that Facebook was a significant point of interest following 

screenings, with spikes occurring the following days after each screening. The 

largest spike came after the final screening at the University of Oklahoma.   

Twitter and YouTube 

Twitter was set up as a simple “clone” to the Facebook and website posts. 

This site relies upon a significant crowd of followers to be effective, and there 

simply was not enough time to generate a significant twitter following to generate 

any real impact. 



	   28	  

An interesting analysis of the YouTube site hosting the video files featured 

on realliveangelsmovie.com shows indicates that 649 minutes of time was spent 

watching the ten total clips, ranging in length from less than one minute to as long 

as three and a half minutes (Figure 7).  

Interestingly, the most viewed in terms of minutes and views was a segment 

about the Wizard of Oz, the least popular segment of the film with the graduate 

committee and the only complete section that was removed from the shortened 

version of the documentary.   
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(Figure 4) Real Live Angels Movie Page Likes from Facebook 
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(Figure 5) Facebook timeline visits and tab selections at Real Live Angels 

Movie page 

(Figure 6) Facebook post reaches by date 
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(Figure 7) YouTube Data for Real Live Angels videos 
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Media Coverage  

While the filmmaker has a media database of more than 400 media contacts, 

he narrowed it down to 200 media members in Oklahoma, Dallas-Fort Worth and 

the Orange County California area. In addition to one initial “calendar” item sent 

out January 15, there was a significant press release that garnered several follow-

up responses.  This release was emailed February 2. 

The weekly publication the Oklahoma Gazette was the first to publish a full-

page article, with photo, in their March 6 edition. It appeared in both print and 

online versions, and screenings of the film in Oklahoma City and Norman were 

included in the magazine’s calendar section. The filmmaker did a one on one 

interview with the article’s author. 

NewsOK.com and The Oklahoman included information about the 

Oklahoma City screening in the newspaper’s news briefs on March 1, 2014. 

The daily newspaper the Norman Transcript printed a profile with a photo of 

the filmmaker on March 27 in both their print and online editions.  The filmmaker 

did a one on one interview with the article’s author. 

In California, the Cypress Chronicle, student publication, previewed the 

screening on campus in both their print and online editions. The filmmaker did a 

one on one interview with the article’s author. 
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Two radio stations NPR affiliates KOSU and KGOU produced long-form 

radio features on the documentary. The filmmaker did a one on one interview with 

reporters from each station. 

OU Nightly, the student-produced daily newscast for the University of 

Oklahoma, did a one on one live interview on Wednesday March 26 with the 

filmmaker, using clips from the film as well. 

To support media needs and encourage ease of publication a media EPK 

location was included on the website as a pull-down menu. Media members (or 

anyone who visits the site) can pull down press releases, photos, logos, and clips 

for their use. No restrictions are placed as a means of encouraging sharing of the 

information. Several of the above media organizations used the EPK location but 

also requested specific shots and files for their reporting. 

Free Screenings 

The first screening of the film was held at The Paramount in Oklahoma City, 

a coffee house that also caters to the movie crowd. The owner of the location 

Melodie Garneau provided the space free of charge and promoted the screening 

within her location and social media. 18 people attended this screening. The 

audience included academics from OU, as well as a cross section of people who 

had heard about the screening on the radio, read about it in the Gazette and seen 

the posters placed in the coffee house. A group of five people from the adult day 
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care center Dynasty Care Services attended and included two special needs 

individuals in their ranks. They heard about the screening via press release, thus all 

methods of information seemed to have some results in this case. 

The Paramount screening was followed by a twenty-five minute discussion 

with the filmmaker, with audience remarks reflecting positively on the messages in 

the film. One couple actually had worked at Camp Summit and decided to attend 

after hearing an interview on the radio. They remarked that the spirit of 

volunteerism was captured and were pleased at the movie. In fact, this couple also 

attended a later screening of the film in Dallas. Questions from the audience 

included queries about the actual campers (were they afraid of the camera?) as well 

as the history behind why the film was made. There was no negative feedback 

offered and no suggestions made as to changes needed for the film from this 

audience.  

The group from Dynasty Care Services has requested a screening to be held 

at their facility in Del City, Oklahoma at a date in the summer of 2014. Their 

comments indicated that the movie underscored the value in volunteerism and 

working with the disabled, and they also believed the film was uplifting for their 

special needs members who attended the screening. 

The next screening was the first of three in California and was scheduled as 

part of the National Broadcasters Society National Convention in Burbank, 
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California. Unfortunately, scheduling errors by the organizers left the screening 

time compromised, and an original audience of 25 media educators dwindled to 3 

when time finally came to screen the film. Several of the educators in attendance 

requested DVDs of the film, and one offered a critique of the movie during the 

convention at a later hour.  

He raised concern over the use of the word “prank” in one of the graphic 

sections pertaining to the camp tradition of playful pranks by campers on staff 

members. He felt their might be a negative connotation to the word, but after 

discussing this with future viewers, camp workers and others, the decision was 

made to accept the term in its context as a playful reference to a time-honored 

camp tradition. 

The next screening was in Placentia, California at a senior living location 

where the filmmaker’s parents reside. Emerald Isle has a movie screening location 

on their site, and recreation organizers at the community publicized the event for 

one month. This also served as a location for people such as musician Jamie 

Bolduc, a nearby resident, to see the film and to witness how her music was used 

in the movie. She was pleased and touched with the film and commented she was 

proud to have had the opportunity to be a part of it. 

The Emerald Isle screening was attended by thirteen people, including 

residents of the community as well as at least three others who came in from 
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outside to watch. One woman had worked with disabled individuals and spoke sign 

language, confirming some of the “signing” in the film. Again, positive feedback 

was received and questioned focused largely on the camp itself and the types of 

people who worked there. At least one local resident asked if I knew of any such 

camps in the Orange County area.  

One viewer with a background in the film industry offered a very detailed 

email with feedback for the film.  He wrote that the concept for the film was 

“exceptional” and commented on the difficulty of the filmmaking without a crew 

or staff. He did mention the audio quality in several areas was difficult to 

understand, especially for an older audience. He also mentioned that the sign 

language section needed subtitles, a suggestion the filmmaker used. There also was 

the suggestion to subtitle more of the interviews, but that would be for a hearing 

impaired version of the film. Titling for the hearing impaired is being done by the 

filmmaker and will be included in future editions of the documentary. There also 

was criticism that perhaps a shorter version of the movie might appeal to a broader 

audience. The organizers of the day at the location asked if they might hold a 

future screening for the community, and it was agreed that this would be made 

possible. 

The fourth screening reached a completely different audience and one 

largely void of familiar faces. The filmmaker worked briefly at Cypress College 
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several years ago, filling in for University of Oklahoma grad Robert Mercer while 

he recovered from an illness. When Mercer heard about the project and the desire 

to find screening locations, he offered to sponsor an official college event, 

sponsored by the journalism department. 

While a handful of students had to leave early and were not counted, there 

were 29 confirmed in attendance at the screening. The post-screening discussion 

lasted 45 minutes and was followed by another 45 minutes of refreshments. This 

audience had a broader range of questions, many asking about the actual 

filmmaking and editing. One student volunteered to serve as Webmaster free of 

charge for the project. Several college teachers ranging from journalism to the 

special education area were in attendance, and their questions specifically asked 

about the methods the camp used to maintain their level of success. Several of 

those who spoke with the filmmaker said they planned to volunteer at a camp such 

as this in the future after watching the film. Again, a positive reaction emanated 

from this crowd.   One filmgoer asked if there was a camp for the disabled nearby, 

prompting another person in attendance to mention that a summer day camp for 

special needs individuals had just lost outside funding and would have to stop 

operating nearby. 

While the Cypress College crowd was filled with viewers who had little 

previously knowledge of the subject matter, the fifth screening was held in front of 
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a particularly biased audience. Camp Summit helped to get the word out about the 

Dallas screening at The Windsor, an assisted living community where camper 

Freddy Cobb, featured in the film, resides. Cobb used his own funds to reserve the 

room and thus served as the “host” for the event. Past Soroptimist club members, 

current camp staff and camper families made up the audience estimated at 80 

individuals.   

This screening was obviously greeted with emotion. Tears flowed, and 

gratitude was shared after the movie. It was not the audience to get constructive 

criticism from, but nevertheless the fact that it hit the mark for the people it 

portrayed was important. In fact, several people who worked as staff members or 

were involved in the past said the film underscored the value of their time at Camp 

Summit, and the importance of remaining involved in the fight for inclusion for the 

disabled population. This response was very powerful.  

Finally, a small group screened the film at Gaylord College on Thursday 

March 27. This screening’s attendance may have been affected by the college’s 

decision to hold a major celebration in the area for students, faculty and staff prior 

to the documentary. However, committee members and the Dean of Gaylord 

College, Joe Foote, were among those in attendance. One particularly helpful 

attendee represented the JD McCarty Center at OU. The McCarty Center hosts a 

summer camp for children with disabilities and they are well aware of Camp 
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Summit’s story. She has asked for a screening of the film to kick off McCarty 

Center’s staff and volunteer training weekend, citing the positive message and 

uplifting storyline as important reasons why she wants to share it with her staff and 

camp families.  

Each screening also included specific requests for information about 

purchasing copies of the film. The filmmaker assured all that once the film is 

available for purchase or for viewing on-line, information would appear on the 

website and the Facebook page. The filmmaker decided not to sell or distribute 

copies of the film in order to maintain eligibility for all festivals where the 

documentary may be submitted. 

 

Discussion 

 So how will the filmmaker be able to determine if the documentary has 

presented a story that positively changes attitudes and in turn promotes behavioral 

improvements towards the disabled population?  

The methods and framing of the documentary itself cannot be overlooked in 

achieving the goal. The film itself includes scenes reflecting the challenges of 

working with special needs populations, but largely shares positive, upbeat images 

and vignettes. The filmmaker’s framing is not related to the activities within the 

camp itself and the effects the experience has on the campers, the families, and 
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those who work at Camp Summit. As a means of illuminating a challenging issue 

and presenting it to the public in a positive light, documentary film has proven to 

be a successful vehicle for reaching not only a niche audience, but with the growth 

of the internet and social media, a broad spectrum of people.  

Perhaps the most significant and measurable aspects of the film’s effects 

were on the concept of volunteerism and working with the disabled population. 

There were multiple instances where viewers commented the film had reinforced 

their past involvement as volunteers or workers with the disabled. It might be 

assumed that if this affect is achieved, then a positive and influential message may 

also have affected others in the audience without such a history. 

Measuring attitude change is difficult considering the methods used here. To 

achieve significant measures requires follow up a month later with those who 

watched the film to determine any behavior that may have taken root. Future 

analysis of the effects of this film on the audience would require the use of more 

quantitative data. 

Of course the informal data mined from the discussions and feedback of 

public attendees to the screenings certainly provide the filmmaker with some 

qualitative data for creative application. The direct correlation of media releases, 

press coverage and website posts to the actual number of views and online eyes 
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reached confirm the effectiveness of the approach for media and marketing the 

documentary.  

There are several shortcomings to the approach that have already been 

noted. Particularly, controlled and certifiable follow up data would give a better 

long-term indication of behavioral change. 

True change is measured over a period of time and the methods used for this 

project allow only a short-term understanding of how the film is effective at 

altering attitudes and/or the behavior that follows. However, the filmmaker can use 

track this information separately through the second area of research, make subtle 

changes to the film itself, carve future social media strategies, and develop a broad 

awareness campaign surrounding the positives reflected by the research. 

Polishing the film and increasing its distribution requires funding. Acquiring 

support for the project is critical if Real Live Angels is to continue to reach 

audiences and, perhaps, have an impact as intended.  
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Conclusion 

 As outlined in this document, promoting increased awareness of social 

issues and attempting to affect behavioral change through measurable attitude 

shifts have been employed by documentarians throughout history. Approaching the 

filmmaking itself with an understanding of documentary theory critical to the 

production of a persuasive story had a significant impact on the final editing of the 

film. 

Credibility of the filmmaker and quality of practice are significant factors in 

the successful acceptance of a documentary (Aufderheide et al, 2009).  Using the 

expository style of documentary filming (primarily) and an edited, well-crafted 

rhetorical narrative of the activities at Camp Summit provides a pleasurable 

storytelling experience for the viewer. The style has proven persuasive throughout 

history (Littlejohn & Foss).  

As individuals concerned with social change, there anecdotal evidence 

showing an inherent belief that people can indeed change for the better. There have 

been strides in this area in terms of portrayals of the disabled in recent popular 

films such as Autism: The Musical (Seeman, 2008).  Many Americans recognize 

there have been improvements in attitudes towards those based on race, and 
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gender, as well. Legislation in the United States has improved the acceptable 

standards, at least politically, by which race, gender, and disabilities are defined.  

More than one out of ten Americans live with some form of disability. This 

is measurable. How those Americans are treated, included, appreciated can be 

measured, too. With this documentary, its surrounding multi media platforms and 

the quantitative evidence to support acceptance of the movie’s message and 

methods, there is a belief from this researcher/filmmaker that a positive impact has 

already been made and be the ongoing result of exposure to and for the film Real 

Live Angels.  
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Timeline 

Summer 2007 – Visited Camp Summit to interview campers and to spend the day 

with my daughter. Shot two hours of videotape. 

Summer 2011 – Two overnight trips to Camp Summit to videotape material for 

potential documentary as well as promotional video for organization. 

December 2011 – Videotaped at first “Fall/Winter” sessions for Camp Summit  

January 2012 – Accepted into Gaylord College Master’s program; presented idea 

of “Camp Summit” documentary as Master’s project.  

April 15, 2012 – Met with Camp Director Lisa Braziel and CEO Carla Weiland 

and discussed the documentary for Master’s project.  

Winter 2012 - Began extended editing. 

Spring 2013 – Received agreement from committee members Ralph Beliveau, 

Kathy Johnson and Kyle Bergerson; delivered notebooks with proposal work 

to date at end of Spring 2013 semester to each.  

Fall 2013 – Began four-month process of editing documentary, additional video 

production. 

January 15, 2014 – Brought reallliveangelsmovie.com website, Twitter & 

Facebook online, began social media promotion including incremental 

release of elements on the website through all the screening dates.  

January 15, 2014 – Launched media campaign for website and public screenings. 
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March 1, 2014 – Completed cut for viewing by committee 

March 8, 2014 – Oklahoma City, Oklahoma screening. 

March 13, 2014 -  Burbank, California screening. 

March 16, 2014 -  Placentia, California screening. 

March 19, 2014 – Cypress, California screening. 

March 23, 2014 – Dallas, Texas screening. 

March 27, 2014 – Norman, Oklahoma screening, committee feedback afterwards.  

April 7, 2014 – Committee production meeting. 

April 28, 2014 – Complete “Master’s Cut” project final edit and research paper for 

presentation. Defense of project.  
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