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Prof. Ben Shedd joined NTU in January 2014. He has 
more than 35 years of experience as a filmmaker and 
has taught University courses in film/video 
production and producing and visual design at seven 
universities, including his alma mater the University 
of Southern California’s School of Cinematic Arts, the 
California Institute of the Arts, and Princeton 
University’s Department of Computer Science. Ben is 
Professor of the Practice at Boise State University. 
 
Ben has produced and directed 33 films/videos, 
including 3 IMAX films. His science documentaries 

have been funded by the USA National Science Foundation, the John D. & 
Katherine T. MacArthur Foundation, the Science Museum of Minnesota and 
science museums world-wide, the Polaroid Foundation, and Public Television 
Stations. 
 
Ben has received numerous international filmmaking awards including the 
Academy Award® Oscar for Documentary Short Subject for his science film THE 
FLIGHT OF THE GOSSAMER CONDOR (1978), the story of designing and building 
history’s first successful human-powered airplane by Dr. Paul MacCready and 
his team. Ben also shares a George Foster Peabody Broadcasting Award for 
producing, directing and writing programs for the USA PBS Science series 
NOVA, on television for 40 years since he worked on the very first programs. 
 
His research concerns creating effective science and technology media, 
especially about very large and very small phenomena, seen and experienced 
on displays from handheld size to multi-story high giant screens. 
 
Prof. Ben is Digital Filmmaking Area Coordinator at ADM NTU and teaches in his 
iDome Immersive Cinema Research Lab. 
 
Making the Strange Familiar and the Familiar Strange 
 
As I have reviewed working with numerous scientists over the decades to turn 
your stories into television programs and IMAX movies for the general public, I 
have observed a specific trait which I think is universal for everyone working at 
any level of scientific research.  It becomes second nature in both doing 
research and often in presenting science to think in orders of magnitude both 
about time and speed and about the size and scale of things.  It is as if scientists 
and researchers develop a time slider and a size slider in your minds where it is 
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easy to think about the age of the universe and nanoseconds of electrical 
pulses, as well as the size of the universe and the size of atoms or quarks.  
These sliders of thought go back and forth from 1 Planck time/10-44 seconds to 
1 yottasecond/32 quadrillion years and from 1027 size to 10-35 Planck length 
size - and zoom at the speed of light through everything in between. These 
time sliders and scale sliders become so deeply imbedded in the background 
that they seem like common knowledge.   
 
During my two years as one of the Producer/Directors in the early years of the 
PBS NOVA science documentary series, one event happened over and over. It 
was just after the rough-cut screening of the current documentary we were 
making. The Executive Producer [and NOVA creator] Michael Ambrosino would 
say “The film has a great middle and ending, but what happened to the 
beginning, to that original idea you told me about when you first got interested 
and excited about this story?” The first time we heard this of course put us 
right to work fixing the movie. But then when I heard it each time for four 
productions, I realized that in every case we’d gotten to know the topics so well 
that we had forgotten what we didn’t know when we first started learning 
about them. In this talk I will explore ways to create beginnings of 
presentations, ways to bring listeners up to speed about formidable topics, 
ways to make the time sliders and size sliders known as a way of thinking. 
 
I will draw on four decades of telling science stories - ranging from exploring 
planetary geology on Mars to why birds sing to building the first human 
powered airplane in history to creating a 400,000,000 year long movie about 
evolution on our planet, combined with researching best practices - to suggest 
some common content barriers that can readily be dissolved away to bring 
others up to speed when discussing and presenting ever more interesting 
stories of complex adaptive systems.   
  


