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This project was an experiential learning experience in the creation of an episodic 

comedy TV pilot that was broken down into webisodes.  The project serves to educate and act as 

a resource for both students and professors.  The project provides an immersion-based class in 

which students collaborate in different positions in a simulation of the fictional television 

production process.  Each student had the opportunity to direct at least one 4-5 minute episode of 

the web-series.  The switching of directors allowed for the students to simulate the TV industry’s 

rotation of directors per episode.  This project's intention was to provide a greater understanding 

of TV production and to introduce possible future career paths to students.  Students were 

assigned specific production roles and advised by an experienced undergraduate or graduate 

student in a shadow/mentor partnership. It all served as learning experience for Fernandez, who 

worked as the show runner. 
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Episodic Learning 
 

There are two types of fictional television series: episodic and serial.  Networks like 

FOX, ABC, NBC, and CBS have a long tradition of serial shows such as C.S.I: Crime Scene 

Investigation (Donahue & Zuiker, 2000), Everybody Loves Raymond (Rosenthal, 1996), and The 

Simpsons (Groening, 1989).  Unlike episodics, which have story arcs across multiple episodes or 

seasons, serials’ story arcs are limited to one episode.  Episodic series are part of a growing trend 

of fictional storytelling in television.  Major cable networks like HBO, Showtime, and AMC are 

all currently leaders in episodic series1.  Throughout the entirety of an episodic series, characters 

mature and storylines grow from episode to episode.  Serials and episodics are both formatted to 

keep the viewers wanting more after every commercial break and episode. However, serials rely 

on each self-contained episode to bring viewers back each week, while episodics rely more on 

the cliffhanger at the end of each episode.  Dramas like Dexter (Manos, 2006), Game of Thrones 

(Benioff & Weiss, 2011), and The Walking Dead (Darabont, 2010) are examples of shows that 

have mastered the episodic story arc.  Episodic series typically air during an hour time slot, while 

serials run for thirty minutes. In the past, comedies have only been associated with serial sitcoms, 

but the apparent success of episodic dramas has now begun to influence them as well.  There is 

no obvious reason for the minimal presence of episodic comedies in television.  As a consistent 

consumer of comedy television, I believe that sitcoms have recently begun to phase out. How I 

Met Your Mother (Bays & Thomas, 2005), Parks and Recreation (Daniels & Schur, 2009), and 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 [1] HBO: Boardwalk Empire, Eastbound & Down, Entourage, Game of Thrones, Girls, The  Newsroom, 
The Sopranos, Sex in the City, and True Blood. 
1Showtime: Californication, Dexter, Homeland, Nurse Jackie, Shameless, Tudors, and Weeds. 
1AMC: Breaking Bad, Hell on Wheels, Mad Men, and The Killing. 
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Shameless (Abbott & Wells, 2011) are just a few examples of shows that are currently in 

transition from the serial to the episodic format.   

Serials are not good for the evolution of storytelling.  Due to their limited time length, 

they provide minimal room to develop character arcs.  Serials that stay on-air longer occasionally 

have longer story arcs, like CW's Smallville (Gough & Millar, 2001) that lasted for 10 seasons.  

The show started off in a serial format in its first few seasons but, once characters’ back-stories 

were established, the Superman-based series evolved into episodic storytelling by playing off 

details established in the earlier seasons.  The show used the serial format as training wheels for 

the audience to get to know the characters before extending their arcs.  Unlike serials, episodics 

are designed specifically to allow the story arcs to be developed from the first episode, resulting 

in stronger storytelling because people are now looking for character and plot arcs.  The rise in 

episodic series ratings hints that viewers are looking for heavier storytelling, unlike simple half 

hour serials.  An episodic series requires depth and complexity.  An average episodic series 

consists of 13 or more episodes, almost 10 hours of storytelling in a season, whereas an average 

theatrical film contains two hours of storytelling.  This 8-hour or more difference speaks for the 

amount of planning and thought that goes into episodic storytelling, and allows for a more 

complex story than a feature film. 

My understanding of television and episodic storytelling is derived largely from my study 

of a variety of television series and creating a web series my senior year.  During my time at Ball 

State University, I was taught to analyze storytelling through a variety of learning experiences.  

However, I felt there was a lack of instruction for fictional storytelling and production.  The 

Telecommunications Department has thrived and succeeded in offering courses in live-

broadcast, sports, news, documentaries, commercials, and many other formats of digital 
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storytelling, but lacks the instruction of fictional long-form storytelling.  During my collegiate 

career I met other students who also expressed an interest in long-form narratives and who 

fulfilled that interest outside of the traditional courses offered at Ball State University.  I 

followed in this path my senior year by creating an original web series, Rejected (Fernandez, 

2011) in an independent study for a group of five senior students who were given specific 

production roles.  The goal of this project was to replicate my experiences of experiential 

learning during my time at Ball State University. By instilling my knowledge and enthusiasm for 

episodic series into my creative project, I was able to provide a group of students a chance to 

strengthen their talents and understanding of creating episodic stories for television.  The final 

pilot supports my belief that television comedies do not have to be sitcoms and can survive 

episodically. 

For my final creative project, I wrote a script for a 40 to 60 minute comedy pilot. I was 

responsible for directing a minimum of two episodes of the web series breakdown of the pilot 

and editing the entire series.  I designed and implemented an experiential learning pedagogy in 

which a group of undergraduate students were given the responsibilities of a production crew.  

Each undergrad, except for the audio student, was also responsible for directing one episode of 

the web series.  The goals that I set for my students strengthened their abilities in their specific 

production roles, allowing them to work creatively on a fictional narrative.  The students learned 

how to communicate and work with a full crew and a variety of actors.  

 

 

Narrative Learning Review 
 
  The course that I designed for my creative project was based on previous experiences 

throughout my collegiate career.  Long-form stories require more planning than a traditional 
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Hollywood feature film.  From my experience interning on the show Private Practice (Rhimes, 

2007) in 2012, 13 45-minute episodes took about eight months to complete.  The Avengers 

(Feige & Whedon, 2012), on the other hand, took a little over 12 months to make before it was 

released in April of 2012 (Marvel, 2011). An average TV season consists of 21 episodes.  

Throughout those 21 or so episodes, characters are expected to grow over a period of time while 

keeping the audience interested in a distracting home environment.   

In order for a successful implementation of a pedagogical system, there has to be some 

understanding of the learning experience.  Kavoori and Matthews’ (2004) Thinking Television2 

project’s goal was to help students “think about television, and to create television that thinks”(p. 

102). Thinking Television was an experiential project designed for students to create television 

show proposals. I hoped that the students involved in my course would develop a number of 

skills and possibly learn more than in their previous courses.  In my project, students carried out 

the production of a pilot episode for a show of my creation.  My objective was for the students to 

think about television as a career option. Letting the students have hands on, repetitive 

experiences prepares them for their future careers or, in other words, as Worth (2001) 

emphasized, “practice makes perfect” (p. 114).  One particular goal of the project was to help the 

students strengthen their skills in a variety of media formats, and then promote their work to 

other project leaders.  Youth Radio, a broadcast training program, introduced the “pedagogy of 

collegiality,” (Chávez & Soep, 2005) a type of pedagogy that evolves the traditional relationship 

between the teacher and students. Under my instruction, the students handled directing the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 “Four year long student media education project.  Media research students experienced literature from 
cultural and critical studies, and were then assigned to develop a television show proposal.  The intentions 
of the project were to re-think issues of critical media literacy and television criticism” (Kavoori & 
Matthews, 2004). 
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majority of the webisodes and the production of the pilot. The students were able to develop 

someone else’s original idea.   

“Few of us actually receive any instruction in how to teach; we cobble our approaches 

together from what we remember from our experiences as students, and from what we learn by 

doing in our classrooms” (Welsch, 1999, p. 86).  There was no teacher-training course for me.  I 

took my experiences and turned them into an opportunity for those following behind me at this 

university.  As a result, experiential learning proved to be a successful learning structure for both 

my students and me. 

Pedagogy directs the learning experience.  Rich Korb (2012), the author of Motivating 

Defiant and Disruptive Students to Learn and 33-year education veteran, described six 

motivators for learning: quick feedback, relevance to students, instructional variety, 

encouragement, teacher enthusiasm, and student control of learning (p. 7).  According to Korb 

(2012), a student takes ownership when they feel that they are in control and the “teacher’s 

enthusiasm can be directly related to a student’s interest” (p. 7).  My personal goal for the course 

was to motivate the students. Moore (1993) writes, “teaching should encourage student activity 

rather than simply aim knowledge in the general direction of a student audience” and also 

suggests that students watch so much television that they are “fluent in reading video” (p. 172). 

Allowing students to create media from their perspective presents an opportunity for the students 

to allow their imaginations to be free within the boundaries of their retained television 

knowledge. As Offir and Aflalo (2007) write, “an open experience system can thus create a 

common framework in which each person contributes towards a completed product, and can help 

develop the student’s self-image and motivation” (p. 3).   
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Having mentorship in place for the students gave them the confidence to rise and freedom 

to fail.  Being a team player and a key component in a collaborative system is a necessary quality 

for a flourishing future.  Watson and Pecchioni (2011) knew that a valuable course provides 

technical skills along with leadership and advice (p. 307).  Allowing the students to have a 

specific responsibility gave them a sense of identity inside the group and made it easier to focus. 

To create television, one must fully understand how to design and control a story.  

Narrative theory has a major role in the design of an episodic series; the longer the story, the 

more thought is needed to go into it.  Barthes (1975) has five codes that are used in narrative 

creation: the enigma, the action, the connotative, the cultural, and the symbolic (p. 19).  Using 

these allowed me to take into consideration how to entice the audience to continue watching 

using proper story timing, imagery, and cultural references in the scripting process. 

Tzvetan Todorov, founder of the term “narratology,” created the concept of a three-part 

structure to a narrative (Schmid, 2003, p. 18).  The three-part structure helps map out and format 

an episodic series.  It allows a story to go through a flowing rise, fall, and conclusion within the 

series.  In my scripting, I also took into consideration how to bring positive contrast into the 

story. Lévi-Strauss’ paradigmatic analysis, a structure that the human mind understands, is based 

upon a binary opposition within the storyline and between characters (Berger, 2007, 51).  

Narrative theory is also important to keep the audience watching.  At the movies, the audience is 

expected to sit for an average of two hours, but at home, the audience is more likely to get 

distracted.  Episodics rely on their audience’s full and undivided attention, which demands a 

structure that will keep the audience wanting to watch more.  
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Development of Too Damn Early 
 

There were multiple goals for this creative project.  I set goals for the overall creative 

project, the course, and the students involved.  I successfully wrote and created a 40-60 minute 

episodic comedy pilot to be disseminated in a web series format. I intended to direct at least the 

first and last episodes of the web series.  I also effectively created an undergraduate television 

production course using an experiential learning model. The course provided a learning 

experience of creativity, responsibility, and enthusiasm for episodic storytelling.  The course 

proposed to help the students develop their abilities in specific production roles.  Each student 

was mentored in his or her position and received the creative freedom and control to direct an 

episode of the web series.  

I was granted permission to instruct a course under faculty advisement.  The course was 

designed using experiential learning criteria.  All of the students were juniors.  I selected juniors 

so that they could use their new knowledge during their senior year and because I wanted to 

promote their talents to professors in the hope that the students would participate in other 

immersion projects. 

 I participated in numerous  immersive learning-based projects in my time at Ball State 

University, and wanted to pass on the knowledge from these experiences to other students.   Five 

undergraduates filled the roles of producer, assistant director, assistant writer, video producer, 

and audio producer.  There were also three “experienced” students who worked on the project 

and mentored the undergrads: a first-year graduate student was in charge of the post-audio, a 

sixth year student was the director of photography, and I was the creator and executive producer. 

The post-audio director mentored the audio student, the director of photography mentored 

everyone on production, and I covered producing, writing, and assistant directing.  During my 
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collegiate career, many of my colleagues who were high-caliber production students had 

mentors. I wanted to provide a similar relationship for my students throughout the entire course. 

          We filmed based on location, thus rotating directors during the same production time.  

This style of filming schedule created the most unique part of the course: the simulation of 

changing directors through a television series episode by episode. Rotating directors is an 

unconventional method for just a single pilot, but not for a TV series or a web series. In my 

course, the director switch would happen during wardrobe changes and setup for the next scene.  

This allowed for the team to work together and transition members on set who were doing 

specific tasks. This kept the scenes fresh throughout the entire location and allowed each 

director’s mind to not get bogged down and exhausted.  It is uncertain how the pilot will connect, 

but under the constant guidance of the director of photography the it should connect smoothly.  

If, as a pilot, it does not piece together smoothly, it will still play on the web.  My concern was 

more with the learning experiences of the students than the quality of the final pilot.   Producing 

a web series on its own is something to be proud of.  

The rise of video streaming services like Netflix and Hulu Plus has greatly expanded 

visual storytelling on screen.  As video streaming services have become more popular, they have 

begun investing in original content.  Netflix released its first original episodic series, House of 

Cards (Willimon) at the beginning of 2013, and has also purchased web series such as The Guild 

(Day, 2007).  Major networks are even creating web series with their own original content.  The 

streaming services then buy these non-funded series and give the shows financing to expand and 

develop.  The goal of this project is not to be purchased, but to use the Internet to access 

audience.  Due to the success of video streaming, I plan to air the pilot broken down into a web 

series format. 
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Behind the Scenes of Too Damn Early 

I have participated in numerous experiential learning projects in which I was a producer. 

With this project I took on numerous roles, the two most important being the creator and 

instructor.  These positions required me to create the course, select students to fill specific 

positions, and create an episodic TV pilot.  This experiential learning project allowed myself and 

the students involved to work with a fictional narrative, compared to most immersion projects at 

Ball State University that have a non-fiction focus. 

Before carrying out this project I had doubts as to whether I would learn anything new.  I 

thought this project was going to be nothing more than giving a group of deserving students an 

opportunity to have a similar experience to what I received in my collegiate career and a chance 

to create fictional television, a course rarely, if ever, offered at Ball State3.  I was wrong; the 

project gave me the opportunity to create episodic characters, a cast, a pilot, a crew, and a course, 

all things I had never done before. I also had to figure out how to provide five undergraduates 

with equal levels of responsibility. 

 

Course Creator 

Creating this course was extremely difficult, as I have not been trained to create or 

instruct a course.  Instead, this course was merely a recreation of my ideal immersion project.  

The students were graded on their performance and participation (see Appendix A), and each 

student was given a position on the production team. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 Ball State University Telecommunications Department annually offers only two fictional narrative 
immersions: the Cinema Entertainment Immersion project in the spring semesters and the Summer HD 
Movie during the summer sessions.    
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One of the great things about immersion projects is the hands-on experience that students 

receive.  I wanted to help the students further their talents in the specific positions where they 

had strengths, and give them the opportunity to direct.  With directing, a student can take control 

and put his or her imagination to work. 

I feel as though I am skilled in assembling a production team.  When it came time to find 

deserving undergraduates, I had no problem finding students or mentors.  Having a production 

mentor was something that I had appreciated in past immersions. I chose my director of 

photography, a sixth year senior who could guide all the students on the production side of 

things.  I picked the rest of the students based on the roles that I needed to fill.  I found students 

who had already developed the skills for certain positions: professors or peers had recommended 

the selected students, or they already had a prior professional relationship with me.  None had 

previously participated in an immersion course. By choosing junior-level students, I ensured that 

they left the project with at least three semesters left, giving me the opportunity to spread the 

word about their talents to professors.  Three of my five juniors have already started working on 

new immersion projects.  The students were all immediately interested.  I made sure that a 

student was not going to be put in a position that they were not content with.  To have a 

successful end product, I believe that a crew has to be dedicated, and they have to want to have a 

final product.  Giving the students the opportunity to direct an episode of the web series 

reinforced their investment and helped with their dedication.   

By giving students the chance to direct a portion of the pilot, I showed that I trusted their 

opinions, making the pilot more like “our” creation and less like “my” creation.  It is unusual to 

let so many different people direct one product, but it worked with each student directing based 

on the breakdown of webisodes.  This proved to be a little tricky because we chose to film based 
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on location, not scene order, so we had to switch directors during scene changes. However, this 

method proved to be useful because it allowed directors to only direct for small amounts of time, 

keeping team members from getting too stressed.    

Working in a small group to complete a pilot is not very common.  In the professional 

world, major TV shows are made by hundreds of crewmembers that work in small groups inside 

different production departments.  However, I believe that working in a small group was better 

for the project.  A small group meant fewer voices—with rotating the directors and giving each 

student some control, it would have been too difficult to agree on things with more people 

involved.   

Even with the small amount of people I had working on the project, I found it challenging 

to act as a friend, mentor, and creator.   I had to really think about how to handle the students 

involved.  It was very challenging to be a friend and the person in charge.  I had to make sure I 

was able to take on all those roles without ruining one or the other.  I made sure to always be 

friendly with my crew and to try and engage in their life outside of the pilot.  When it came time 

to either discipline or guide I had to be careful with my words.  I made sure that, if there was a 

problem, I explained each situation to the students and helped them understand how to make the 

situation better.  I avoided speaking to the students as if they were inferior; I viewed all of the 

students as my peers.  In my past experiences as a student in immersion projects, I never felt 

looked down upon by my instructor.  

 

Show Creator 

Despite possible complications, I knew what I wanted to do for my final creative project 

for graduate school, and I pushed myself to try and accomplish something I had not done yet.  In 

my time at Ball State University, I have had the pleasure of creating short films, commercials, 
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documentaries, live television, and a web series.  With my love for episodic television, I knew 

that I wanted to create a pilot episode for an episodic series.  I was never specifically taught how 

to analyze television.  Instead, during my undergraduate degree, I developed the skills to 

critically analyze film, and applied those skills to television series.  I learned to critically analyze 

and breakdown the structure of a pilot on my own by examining the episodic patterns that I have 

uncovered from watching a variety of shows.  

Like many shows, my episode has a main character and an ensemble cast who will 

develop over time.  I had to make sure that the audience gets to know the main character in the 

beginning of the pilot before meeting more characters. 

My script has five main characters (see Appendix C).  I did not want to have a story that 

completely focused on one character.  I wanted to give the audience the chance to connect with 

the show and find a character to whom they can relate.  David, the main character, gives the 

show focus, but it is the supporting characters, Bryan, B.J., Curtis, and Jordan, who really bring 

the show to life.  As the project is only a pilot, I knew I had to give the audience a taste of the 

characters without completely explaining who they are.  I wanted to leave room for development 

and explanation in the series if it were to go past the pilot.  

Characters might seem great in a script, but they can only fully reach their potential if 

they are properly cast. There are a lot of students in the Telecommunications Department at Ball 

State University who do not know how to hold successful auditions.  Suffering from a weak 

connection to the Theatre Department, it was up to my team and I to get the word out.  We 

decided that we would use Facebook to reach out to theatre students and our friends to come 

audition.  We created flyers and spread them around campus.  We made our presence known to 

the theatre students.  Ultimately, we had about 40 people, students and some non-students, come 
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and audition for us.  Dialogue packets to prepare for the audition were available for students 

while they waited during the audition (see Appendix B).  Once the actors entered the audition 

room, we made sure to not only pay attention to their acting, but also to evaluate their 

personality.  Finding personalities that match the characters is key when picking a cast.  No 

matter the level of acting skill, if a person’s personality is similar enough to the character, with 

proper directing, the actor will seem as if he really is the character on screen.  The actors whom 

we chose felt real; their personalities resembled their characters.  The students in the course came 

to an understanding of the process of holding auditions and taking into consideration the 

characters and the cast dynamics. 

Dealing with things like actors, characters, and story development are things generally 

related to fictional storytelling.  At Ball State University, there are few immersion opportunities 

that give the students a chance to work in fictional storytelling: the Cinema Entertainment 

Immersion (CEI) and the Summer HD Movie.  CEI is an experiential learning project where 

students from the English, Telecommunications, and Theatre Departments work together toward 

the completion of a short film. The Summer HD Movie is the only long-form fictional narrative 

immersion offered.  However, it has not necessarily succeeded in accomplishing its goals. In 

previous years, the final products have been delayed repeatedly4.  Regardless of finished 

products, there needs to be more options and diversity in the fictional narrative formats 

introduced to the students than just the two possibilities that only take place during the spring 

and summer semesters.  At the very least, students should have an opportunity in the fall 

semester as well.     

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

4 Nerdvana (L.Saylor, 2011), Revisited (K.Saylor, 2010), Bloody Good Movie (Finnen, 2009). 
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Immersion projects in the Telecommunications Department tend to be focused on non-

fiction narratives, generally because the university defines immersive learning as working with a 

community partner.  Unfortunately, I believe that restricting immersions to non-fiction-based 

work can hinder students from being well rounded for their future endeavors. I have made 

documentaries and commercials, but that is not what I want to do in the future.  These were just 

the options and opportunities I could choose from during my time at Ball State University.  

When students are trained for non-fiction media, they may find it hard to transfer to the creation 

of fictional narratives.  For example, in fictional media, students have to be able to handle 

multiple takes, pay attention to minor details on camera, and work with actors and a script.  

Students are also not trained on the difference in production styles between fiction and non-

fiction.  The students of Ball State University should have the option to be trained in a variety of 

media formats so they are better able to choose a career path after graduating. 

 

 

Furthering Television Experiential Learning 

This creative project was not about graduating, it was about passing along the knowledge 

that I collected while I was at Ball State University to a group of talented and deserving students, 

while instilling in them some thought toward the career option of fictional television.  This 

project was about pushing myself to go bigger, to develop further, to be better than I was, and to 

leave Ball State University with the confidence that no matter the size of the project in the future, 

I would be prepared to take it on. An episodic pilot can be intense work, ranging in length from 

40-60 minutes.  By creating this pilot I proved that comedies can be episodic.  My goal is to have 
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a career in episodic television, and by creating this pilot I gave my students and myself a chance 

to experience long-form episodic storytelling.   

 As my students created the pilot, they were able to develop characters over time.  My 

students had the chance to work with trained and untrained actors, which gave them the 

opportunity to direct a variety of people. By directing, the students were able to take 

responsibility for specific scenes, as well as create their vision of the script. This was the first 

time I had let others direct my script, and it gave me a chance to prepare myself for a possible 

career in writing, where your personal interpretation may not match the director’s.  This project 

gave us all a chance to practice for the real world.  By working in a small group, we were able to 

practice good communication and teamwork.  

A problem that most, if not all, production students will come across is the difficulty of 

acquiring filming locations: sometimes schedules do not line up, and sometimes the owners of 

the locations will not allow filming.  When acquiring a big location, like a bar, it has to be filled 

with extras.  Another recurring problem that students deal with is getting extras.  Free pizza and 

drinks can only gather so many of your friends.  Keeping a friend or a student committed can 

also be quite challenging.  Unfortunately, our producer quit halfway through filming.  He was 

going to drop out for the rest of the semester, but decided to finish it out.  However, he chose to 

not return to the project, forcing me to take on more responsibility as the producer.  Most of my 

background is in producing, so taking on the rest of the position halfway through the semester 

seemed to be a smart idea.  After losing my producer during the filming process, I also lost my 

post-audio editor.  The graduate student who was going to donate his time was no longer 

available.  Once again, I had to step up. I decided to develop my audio skills further, and take on 

the task along with my undergraduate audio student.  Now, looking back, I wish I had not taken 
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on so many responsibilities.  Toward the end of the project I became stressed and frustrated, 

which kept me from having a clear mind and hampered my problem solving.  Some of my 

frustration came from moments during filming where I felt like we got lazy in production.  For 

example, sometimes, when a scene was very short, we would not write down any descriptions of 

how each take went or use the clapboard.  Having those descriptions in postproduction were 

really helpful, and it slowed me down when we did not follow proper production practices all the 

time. 

When taking on a project of this size there is no room for procrastination.  We got off to a 

late start because I spent too much time in the writing process, which caused us to start filming 

later in the semester than most of us preferred.  If I were to do this project again, or if the 

university replicated it again, I would recommend having the script written before the semester 

of filming takes place.  Ideally, I would have worked with the English Department, like in the 

CEI project, and had scriptwriters work to develop a script.  Having a team of writers would 

better simulate the actual television writing process, and give students a chance to experience 

developing a pilot with a team of writers.  Working with other departments on campus can bring 

in numerous resources to strengthen the quality of the project.  Having an arrangement with the 

Theatre Department for example, once again similar to CEI, would give the theatre students the 

option of participating for a grade.  Theatre students can be very hard to acquire for productions, 

so being able to offer them a grade would help with their dedication and motivation. I also think 

that working with the Music Department would be very beneficial for telecommunications 

students.  Often students search all over the Internet for free music.  Collaborating with the 

Music Department would give music students a chance to develop original scores and music, 

while giving the telecommunications students a resource for copyright-free music.  This 



EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING AND EPISODIC TELEVISION    
           

 
 

19	  

collaboration would also give the audio production students a chance to work with a composer.  I 

would also change the role of the graduate student.  Because this was the first time for the 

course, I held too many roles.  Involving writers, a full production team, and an editor would 

eliminate some of the duties of the grad student and create more opportunities for student 

involvement.  The grad student would then serve as the showrunner and executive producer, 

along with a professor who would serve as the executive producer and advisor.      

Experiential learning can be the most effective learning style, especially for college 

students.  Giving students the opportunity to have responsibility in a professional setting is the 

best method of preparing them for their future careers.  The theory behind experiential learning is 

that students learn from someone who has previous experience and an understanding for the 

material.  With mentoring, the students can achieve their goals on their own with support and 

guidance that gives them the confidence to fully perform their assigned responsibilities.  The 

students deserve a chance to use their imaginations in a fictional setting.  Offering more 

opportunities to work creatively in fictional narratives will strengthen the storytelling abilities of 

our students.  The students involved were able to experience working in episodic storytelling, a 

narrative form on the rise in the industry and one that is not currently offered at Ball State 

University.  

 The Telecommunications Department already has the foundations for a successful 

fictional narrative immersion in the CEI course, but it needs to evolve. Using this project and 

course structure as a guide, our department’s capabilities and strengths can grow.  The 

department’s success in non-fiction narratives results in a neglect of fictional ones.  A balance of 

narratives in the Telecommunications Department would create an opportunity for both the 
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department and Ball State University to add captivating storytelling to their already stunning 

production value.   

It is hard to debate the importance of non-fiction storytelling against fiction storytelling 

to society. I have enjoyed being involved in non-fiction immersion courses during my time at 

Ball State University. I was involved in the Your Downtown Muncie Project where students 

provided free commercial services to local businesses in downtown Muncie. In a society filled 

with advertising, it is important for smaller businesses to invest in local and regional ads in order 

to stand out and stay alive. That project led me to four semesters in the Visit Indiana immersion 

course with the Indiana Office of Tourism Development to develop tourism ads for specific 

locations and counties across Indiana. Those projects led to my investment in and love for the 

state of Indiana.  I wanted to see more and let the rest of the world know that Indiana was not just 

cornfields, the Pacers, the Colts, and the Indianapolis 500.  My passion led me to produce an 

experimental documentary called Made In Indiana (Vella, 2012) that attempted to showcase the 

true beauty of Indiana.  All of these projects were meant to help and better the state of Indiana.  I 

appreciated every skill that came from my involvement with those projects, but the most 

rewarding part was the interaction with society, the inspiring Hoosiers I had the pleasure of 

getting to know, and those who I was able to affect with the videos that my peers and I had 

created for their favorite location, hometown, and home state. 

Meeting all those people left me with great new and diverse characters for fiction.  That 

was the downside to my major involvement in non-fiction projects; I had stories and characters 

constantly swirling around in my head, but nowhere to release them. I have always found 

fictional narratives to be the toughest form of storytelling.  Through imagination we are able to 

tell new stories or even retell old stories with a new perspective.   Fictional narratives allow the 
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creator to express his opinions and concerns to and about society.  Through fictional narratives, 

the audience is given an opportunity to view problems in a different reality.  They help the 

viewers evaluate their feelings about the characters within the story, who often remind the 

viewers of people in their actual lives.  People come home and turn on the television in hope of 

escaping into a different reality where problems are prettier or more dramatic.  People put 

themselves in the shoes of their favorite characters and picture themselves in a new world.  

Television gives viewers a new reality that makes their life seem worse or better.  Society relies 

on television to help people progress and make them smile at the same time.    

The Telecommunications Department’s success is rising, but if it does not continue to 

strengthen the skills of its students, it will eventually hit a peak. It does not have to—the students 

might not be attending film school, but that should not stop the department from giving them 

diverse opportunities to become the best storytellers they can be and a chance to choose different 

career paths within the industry.  My course design will not make the Telecommunications 

Department the best in television, but it will inspire students to consider a future in long-form 

fictional narratives.  If students are given a chance to regularly practice fictional storytelling, the 

department will see an enhancement in the overall quality of production and story value in 

products coming out of the department. The continuation of the course would allow the students 

to have a more rounded resume, and give them the opportunity to experience different 

production styles while they are in school.  

 

 

 
 
 
 



EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING AND EPISODIC TELEVISION    
           

 
 

22	  

References List 
 

Barthes, R. (1975). S/z: An essay. Macmillan. 

Bays, C., & Thomas, C. (Creators). (2005). How I Met Your Mother [Television  

series]. CBS. 

Benioff, D., & Weiss, D. (Creators). (2011). Game of Thrones [Television series]. HBO. 

Berger, A. (2007). Media and society: A critical perspective. (2nd ed.). Rowman & Littlefield. 

Chávez, V., & Soep, E. (2005). Youth radio and the pedagogy of collegiality. Harvard  

Education Review, 75(4), 409-434. 

Daniels, G., & Schur, M. (Creators). (2009). Parks and Recreation [Television series]. 

NBC. 

Darabont, F. (Creator). (2010). The Walking Dead [Television series]. AMC. 

Day, F. (Creator). (2007). The Guild [Television series]. Youtube; Netflix. 

Donahue, A., & Zuiker, A. (Creators). (2000). CSI: Crime Scene Investigation  

[Television series]. CBS. 

Fernandez, R. (Writer). (2011, February 14). Rejected [Television series]. Muncie, Indiana.  

Retrieved from www.rejectedshow.com 

Gough, A., & Millar, M. (Creators). (2001). Smallville [Television series]. The WB;  

The CW. 

Groening, M. (Creator). (1989). The Simpsons [Television series]. FOX. 

Kavoori, A., & Matthews, D. (2004). Critical media pedagogy: Lessons from the thinking  

television project. Howard Journal of Communications, 15(2), 99-114. 

Korb, R. (2012). Motivating defiant and disruptive students to learn: Positive classroom  

management strategies. Corwin, A SAGE Publications Company. 



EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING AND EPISODIC TELEVISION    
           

 
 

23	  

Manos, J., Jr. (Creator). (2006). Dexter [Television series]. Showtime. 

Moore, D. (1993). The place of video in new styles of teaching and learning statistics. The  

American Statistician, 47(3), 172-176. 

Offir, B., & Aflalo, M. (2008). Learning by doing: The influence of students’ experience in  

community television production on personality variables. Education and Information  

Technologies, 13(1), 3-15. 

Rhimes, S. (Creator). (2007). Private Practice [Television series]. ABC. 

Rosenthal, P. (Creator). (1996). Everybody Loves Raymond [Television series]. CBS. 

Schmid, W. (2003). Narrativity and eventfulness. In W. Gruyter (Ed.), What is narratology?:  

Questions and answers regarding the status of a theory, 1, 17-33.  

Watson, J., & Pecchioni, L. (2011). Digital natives and digital media in the college classroom:  

Assignment design and impacts on student learning. Educational Media International, 

48(4), 307-320. 

Wells, J., & Abbott, P. (Creators). (2011). Shameless [Television series]. Showtime. 

Welsch, T. (1999). Techniques and approaches for teaching film and video courses.  Cinema  

Journal, 38(4), 86-87. 

Whedon, J. (Director). (2012). The Avengers [Motion picture]. United States: Walt Disney  

Studios Motion Pictures. 

Willimon, B. (Creator). (2013). House of Cards [Television series]. Netflix. 

Worth, J. (2001). Interrogation or conformity: Journey in film production education. Journal Of  

Media Practice, 2(2), 114. 

 

 
 



EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING AND EPISODIC TELEVISION    
           

 
 

24	  

Appendix A 
Course Syllabus 

 
OVERVIEW: 
The TV Pilot/Web-Series is a 44-45 minute TV single camera pilot to be filmed in the fall and aired in the spring as 
6-9 webisodes.  The project serves to educate and provide resource for students and professors.  The project 
provides an immersion-based class for students to experience a simulation of the fictional television production 
process.  With students collaborating in positions that they consider strengths and position which they wish to 
pursue more. Each student will have the opportunity to at least direct one 4-5 minute episode of the web-series.  The 
switching of the directors allows for the student to simulate the TV industries rotation of directors per episode.   This 
projects intention is to provide knowledge and an understanding of TV production and to introduce TV to students 
for possible future career paths.  At the end of the project professors will be able to see the work of these students in 
hopes of letting the students repeat this experience on their in the future and to even be considered for future 
immersion projects being run by professors. Students will be assigned specific production roles and will be advised 
by a veteran student or grad student in a shadow/mentor partnership. 
  
Grad student Ryan Fernandez who is using this project as his final creative project for grad school is leading this 
project.  He will be simulating the show runner position in the creation of his pilot. While providing undergrads with 
an opportunity to work in TV production and to strengthen skills in order to be recommend for future department 
projects. 
 
COURSE GOALS: 
1). To introduce and educate on the workings of TV production. 
  
2). To produce a quality and professional digital TV pilot to air as a web-series. 
  
3). The production of a 44-45 minute pilot, which consists of 7, 4-7 minute webisodes. 
 
4). To introduce a TV focused immersion project. 
 
ATTENDANCE POLICY: 
Missing meetings and production is strongly discouraged. Failure to complete assignment will not be accepted 
without a deadly serious reason. Class discussion and participation are essential components of this course as are 
informal class discussions and presentations (see assignments and group dynamics below). 
  
COURSE ADAPTATIONS OR ACCOMMODATIONS: 
If you need course adaptations or accommodations because of a disability, if you have emergency medical 
information to share with me, or if you need special arrangements in case the building must be evacuated, please 
make an appointment with me as soon as possible. 
  
ACADEMIC HONESTY AND INTEGRITY: 
Students of the university must conduct themselves in accordance with the highest standards of academic honesty 
and integrity. Academic dishonesty by a student will not be tolerated and will be treated in accordance with the 
“Student Academic Ethics Policy.” Plagiarism and violations of copyright policies are a form of academic 
dishonesty and are treated as an ethics violation. If you have questions or concerns about what constitutes plagiarism 
or theft of intellectual property, please speak with me. 
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PROJECT OVERVIEW/EXPECTATIONS 
1). Director 
- each student will be given the opportunity to direct at least one, 4-5 minute webisode. 
- responsible for developing things like storyboards, character direction notes, and other preproduction 
needs. 
- work in collaboration with creator Ryan Fernandez on reviewing the episode and the direction the story 
needs to go. 
- work with audio in regards to episode. 
  
2). Producer 
-- work along with creator Ryan Fernandez in learning the proper role of producer. 
- organize crew and cast meetings 
- help organize auditions 
- keep a production book 
- acquire all proper legal forms 
- acquire filming locations 
- managing the crew 
- serving as a PA whenever needed. 
  
3). Assistant Director 
--  controls all of the cast and crew during production 
- ensure that props, wardrobe, and extras are running smoothly on schedule. 
- developing a schedule for production and to maintain that schedule on set. 
- assist in auditions 
- serve as a PA whenever needed 
- work in collaboration with creator Ryan Fernandez in managing and filling the role properly. 
  
4). Director of Photography 
-- develop storyboards 
- location scout 
- develop aesthetic design 
- handle lighting and camera when on set. 
- mentor production assistants on set with focus on the DP position. 
  
5). Production Assistant 
-- assist in all forms of production 
- work directly with the Director of Photography 
- learn from a variety of positions throughout 
6). Assistant Writer 
-- work along with creator Ryan Fernandez in developing, writing, and editing the pilot script. 
- serve as a PA during production. 
  
7). Audio Production 
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-- in charge of field audio during all production 
- record all audio follie 
- develop a sound effects chart 
- discuss with each director about his or her episodes composition. 
- learn and work along with Post Audio Grad Student. 
  
Weekly Updates 
All students must send Ryan a weekly email update, EVERY week on Sunday, by 11pm. Failure to do so 
will result in a drop in the letter grade. The update does not need to be extensive, just a quick summary of 
the week’s activities and what goals are planned for the following week. 
  
POSITIONS 
Creator: Ryan Fernandez 
Director: Alternating 
Assistant Director: Anna Hartwick 
Producer: Scott Cain 
Director of Photography: Andy Mesin 
Production Assistant: Ben Redar 
Assistant Writer: Sam Kidd 
Audio Production: Heather Bronge 
Post Audio Grad Student: TBD/Ryan Fernandez/ 
  
Director, Assistant Director, Producer, Director of Photography, Production Assistants, Assistant 
Writer, Audio Production 
  
- TENTATIVE SCHEDULE - FALL 2012 
Aug-Sept -> Scripting 
September –> Finishing Script 
September – >Begin pre-production 
October –> Auditions 
Oct-Dec -> Production 
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Appendix B 
Audition Script Packet 
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Appendix C 

Too Damn Early, Pilot Script
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