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The Tool Kit: Notes on Equipment
Depending on the type of program you intend to run, a wide variety of hardware and software can be placed in the toolkit used by participants.  Here are some notes on our experiences.

Philosophy

When possible, we chose tools that were inexpensive and readily available with the hope that program participants would want to continue their experience later, on their own.  These tools also had the added benefit of having relatively easy to learn user interfaces:  For example, most participants could pick up a point-and-shoot digital camera and use it effectively with little or no instruction.

One note of caution:  It worked out best if all participants could use the same tools.  If you have a variety of any type of tool, then some participants have to wait while those with different tools get attention from the facilitators, and vice versa.  To have a session run smoothly, it is easiest to bring all the participants along at the same time.

Digital Imaging

We found that a camera should be part of every program’s toolkit.  Participants’ pictures of the program process are just as valuable as pictures taken as a product of that process.  Generally, any type of camera will work well for an LTTR experience.  We found that some quick instruction in composition (e.g. have a single subject, use the rule of thirds, etc.) helped the participants produce better pictures. 

Types of cameras tested:
Point and Shoot or Compact Cameras

Readily available digital cameras
Pros: Simple to operate, easy to carry, provide high quality pictures for website and slideshow video applications.

Cons: Hard to use in low light conditions without flash augmentation, zoom ranges generally inadequate for distant subjects (which is usually the only way participants will see moving creatures).

Recommendations: Choose models with low to mid-range resolutions, with larger lenses, that have good macro-mode features, and that have storage media of a format compatible with your computers and other devices.

Models Used: Canon Powershot S80 (8 MP) and Canon Powershot A9 (10 MP).

Super Zoom or Bridge Cameras

Cameras with a large integrated lens with a wide zoom range
Pros: Easy to operate and maintain; wide zoom range provides better opportunity for photographing distant, moving creatures.

Cons: Heavy and difficult to carry.

Recommendations: Choose models with mid to high-range resolutions; Image stabilization in the camera is a helpful feature.

Models Used: Panasonic XXXX.

Audio Recording

There is currently a proliferation of high-quality, inexpensive digital audio recording devices.  You will want to choose your devices with two recording scenarios in mind: Close up person-to-person interviews and long distance field recording. 

Types of audio recording gear tested:
Compact Digital Audio Recorders

Used to record a digital audio file onto flash memory media
Recommendations: Choose models that can accommodate your selected microphones (see below), and that use storage media compatible with your computers and other devices.  For most projects, you will want models that can record to WAV format rather than recording to the compressed MP3 format.  Consider models with integrated stereo microphones to simplify person-to-person interviews.

Models Used: Marantz PMD-660 (Pros: Preset configurations allow you to switch between different external microphones easily. Cons: Internal microphones inadequate for person-to-person recording, bulky), Zoom H4 (Pros: Good integrated stereo microphones for person-to-person recording, easy user interface.  Cons: Microphone wind cover easily lost and expensive to replace).

Handheld Microphones

Microphones for person-to-person interviews
Recommendations: Choose omnidirectional microphones intended for field use.  Optionally, look for models that will reduce handling noise.  Finally, if you use video recording in your program, choose microphones that can connect with your camcorders.

Models Used: Shure SM-63.
Shotgun Microphones

Sensitive, somewhat directional microphones for field recording, provides an enhanced capability of listening from the perspective of the listener.  Shotgun microphones require solitude and patience from the user (i.e. you can’t move).

Recommendations: Purchase some sort of handle or boom that can isolate handling noise.  An aggressive wind dampening cover is required.  

Models Used: Sennheiser ME-66/K6 with a Sennheiser pistol-like grip.

Parabolic Microphones

A parabolic dish combined with a microphone; provides an enhanced capability of listening from the perspective of the sound-maker.  Parabolic microphones also require solitude and patience from the user.

Recommendations: Purchase a professional-level parabolic microphone…don’t settle for inexpensive “spy microphones”.  Some manufacturers offer refurbished microphones at a discount.  If you’re handy, you can find instructions on the web for making your own parabolic reflector.

Models Used: Telinga (www.telinga.com) Pro-6 Stereo Parabolic Microphone, Saul Minneroff Electronics (mineroff-nature.com) Parabolic Reflector with Sennheiser ME-62/K6 omnidirectional microphone.
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