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What the industry is saying about: THE POWERFUL RADIO WORK

“In just one day of airchecking our air staff improved. Our
station’s hit number one. This information is invaluable.

[ cannot praise it enough.”

—Mary Pappayya, News Director, East Coast FM, Durbin, South Africa

“This book helps management deal effectively with
talent. Willing talent is always hungry and this is the
food we’re hungry for”

—Bobby Ocean, Air Personality, Bobby Ocean, Inc.

“A good aircheck session helps you get better, a bad one
can kill your show. This book teaches how to do the good
kind. It’s great.”

—Al Rantal, Tulk Show Host, KABC, Los Angeles

“Valerie’s first book [Creating Powerful Radio] taught the
basics; this one goes deeper. Program directors, managers
and talent, read this!”

—Jack Landreth, Program Director, KNST, Tucson

“Making it in broadcasting is rarely just a lucky break.
The Powerful Radio Workbook is the Road Guide to suc-
cess in radio.”

—Andy Vierra, Program Director, KNUU, Las Vegas




The Powerful Radio Workbook:

A comprehensive step-by-step guide to
show prep and effective aircheck methods
that work!

For managers, programmers and talent.

Proven methods to achieve top ratings and
great shows.

Techniques to guide programmers and
talent to the next level of performance!



What the industry is saying about CREATING POWERFUL RADIO:

“A tremendous work!”
— Scott Shannon, Program Director, WPLJ-FM, New York

“A fine guide for people inside the radio biz and an explanation of that biz to
people outside, including the people who would like to get in. It’s the kind of
book where the reader will often think ‘Oh, that’s why they do that.””

— David Hinkley, New York Daily News

“This should be required reading in every newsroom and in every radio station.”
— Radio World

“Creating Powerful Radio might eventually make an executive’s job at a
sate]lite formatted affiliate much tougher.”
— Peter Hunn, Professor-Communications Studies Department, State University of New York, Oswego

“One of the best books of its kind.”
= Mary June Rose, Program Director, WGN, Chicago

“Valerie is a big picture thinker. Great insight for the novice as well as tenured
professionals.”
— David Kantor, President, AMFM Radio Networks and Sr. VP AMPFM, Inc./Operations

“Everyone in radio, no make that anyone who communicates for a living should
read this.”
— Phil Hendrie, Syndicated air personality, Premiere Radio

“This is the book I wish someone had given me when I first got into radio.”
— David G. Hall, Program Director, KF1, Los Angeles

“It’s great. Read it.”
— Kim Komando, Syndicated Talk Show Host, WestStar

“Good usable advice.”
—Ed Pyle, Executive News Producer, KNX, Los Angeles



“It’s my bible.”
— Asa Paborn, Executive Producer, P3 Swedish Radio

“Brilliant.”
— Phil Taylor, BBC, Scotland

“My copy keeps getting stolen off my desk.”
— Cathy Hughes, CEO, Radio One

“We bought copies for the entire staff.”
— Viktor Worms, Antenne Bayern, Munich

“I carry it around with me.”
— Bob Mackowycz, Program Director, CFRB, Toronto

“Creating Powerful Radio contains valuable tips and information geared at
presenters, managers and programmers.”
— Julia Sullivan, Music & Media, UK

“I loved the book. I recommend it to everyone and I use it in my classes.”
— Jo Maeder (The Rock ‘N Roll Madame), Air personality and instructor, New York
University

“Packed with insights, it’s well written and fun to read. It’s obvious why so many
radio people consider this a must!”
— John Sawatsky, Professor of Journalism, Carleton University, Ottawa

“Useful and practical.”
— Jan @rskov, Journalist, Danmarks Radio

“Wonderful.”
— Paul Fisher, Program Director, CHFI, Toronto
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Foreword

Just the other day I pulled out a copy of the first American Top 40 with
Casey Kasem from July 4, 1970. I like listening to this show every once in a
while, because it’s a wonderful reminder of why I got into this business in the
first place. As a child, I lived each week for American Top 40. I loved the
music, but I really wanted to be Casey Kasem. It was that unmistakable
voice, those interesting stories about the music, the long-distance dedications—
it was a recipe for success that endures to this day.

Kasem provided many of today’s broadcasters with the inspiration to get
into radio. Great personalities have always played a vital role in helping
radio stations achieve the ratings they need to flourish. And, they’ve also
acted as conduits, sparking a passion for radio in those who would dream of
sending their own voices over the airwaves.

Today, because of competition from such new media as satellite radio,
cable radio and the internet (to name just a few), there’s an even greater de-
mand for compelling personalities.

But while demand is high, the business realities of consolidation in the
broadcast industry have stunted our ability to nurture and develop truly great
talent. Fewer programmers are doing more work than ever, and time is at a
premium. Those once-mandatory aircheck sessions are now an endangered
species. With Wall Street peering over our collective shoulder, the pressure
is on to increase sales. So stations typically hire more salespeople and offer
them extensive training. Meanwhile, on the other side of the building, those
personalities who are responsible for getting the ratings that boost the sales
are offered little, if any, training.
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A new generation of broadcasters is manning our radio stations, many of
whom have never received proper training themselves. So even if they had
the desire and the time, how could today’s programmers provide the training
and guidance needed to produce exceptional personalities?

In her first book, Creating Powerful Radio, internationally known broad-
cast consultant Valerie Geller offered us valuable advice about how to find,
train and develop talent. Not too long after the book’s release, she was hit
with the realization: In her quest to cover all the aspects of developing great
radio, she’d left one out -- how to aircheck. An oversight? Perhaps. But
what she soon realized, as she turned to friends and colleagues for inspira-
tion, was that the art of taking airchecks, dissecting them and using that analysis
to help a personality progress from “good” to “great” was, in itself, an un-
tapped area worthy of its own treatment. And so began the months of re-
search and writing that have culminated in the book you now hold, The Pow-
erful Radio Workbook, the Prep, Performance, & Post-Production Planning.

It’s a step-by-step guide for program directors (and all radio managers)
on how to help develop and manage talent using proper and proven airchecking
techniques. Drawing from her own years of experience, as well as the expe-
rience and talents of such respected radio consultants as Guy Zapoleon, Randy
Lane and Jaye Albright, Geller walks us through all of the key areas. For
example, how do you evaluate the reasons why a morning show like Howard
Stern’s works, but yours doesn’t? Geller explains how to identify the genera-
tors and reactors in talent that will help you assemble a team that works.
From doing show prep to creating powerful promos, from rating job perfor-
mance to producing the killer aircheck that’s going to get you that next job.
Geller has done a masterful job of creating an essential guide for radio man-
agers, program directors and talent alike. If, after completing this workbook,
talent still isn’t living up to their potential, perhaps they should get a new set
of liner cards: “Would you like to super-size that?” and “Please drive through!”

—Tony Novia
Contemporary Hit Radio Editor
RADIO & RECORDS
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Glossaryv of Terms

NOTE: Show Prep, Promo, PD and Aircheck are common usage broadcast terms within
the United States. However, if you work outside North America, some of these terms may
be new to you. Here are brief definitions of each:

Show Prep: Abbreviation for show preparation. Seven days per week, twenty
four hours per day, the gathering of thoughts, ideas, materials, articles, expe-
riences for use on the show. Also guest selection, booking of guests.

Promo: Abbreviation for promotional announcements used to let listeners
know what is coming up on future shows. The purpose is to create interest
and enthusiasm for personalities, news, traffic, weather, songs or other sta-
tion events.

Aircheck: Noun: Tape of a show used for review purposes.
Verb: A session at which talent works with the tape to improve on-air perfor-
mance by expanding good habits and elements and eliminating weaker areas.

PD: Abbreviation for program director or program manager--the person in
charge of managing, selecting and developing on-air talent.

Formatics: The basic elements required of each host or program to give the
station consistency and structure, meet legal requirements and improve rat-
ings. These may include call letters, dial position, time checks, station taglines,
and regularly scheduled features, such as contests.

i
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Introduction

“You must have chaos within you to give birth to the dancing star.”
—Nietszche

It was disaster. I could not believe it. There I was holding a finished copy of
my first book, Creating Powerful Radio, in my hands. It should have been a
wonderful moment, but what had happened to the aircheck chapter? How
could an entire chapter be missing? I knew it had been sent from my com-
puter to the editor to the publisher, so what had gone wrong? I didn’t sleep
for a week.

That missing chapter was pivotal. Geared toward helping programmers, it
dealt with methods of developing air talent by review and analysis of what
they had done. It contained specific ways of listening to a tape of a previous
show to help a talent grow to the next level of performance.

M Street publisher Pat McCrummen calmly tried to reassure me that it was
going to be OK. Pat has published lots of books and, I imagined, had been
through this kind of experience before. “Hey, maybe you’ll do another book,
an entire book on airchecking,” Pat suggested. I gritted my teeth. It was like
asking a woman on ‘the delivery table who has just given birth to triplets,
“When are you planning to have the next one?” As it turned out, however,
Pat was right.
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The following month, I worked in Europe. While in Sweden, my next project
was cancelled. My client and friend Anne Chaabane suggested, “As long as
you have a couple of spare weeks with nothing to do, why not get started on
that aircheck workbook?” She offered me her home. I began work on the
new book, the next day, at Anne’s kitchen table.

This workbook is meant for managers, programmers, and talent. In many
radio formats, from music to news and talk, particularly in medium and smaller
markets, the PD is air talent.

Those who do not have the luxury of a talented or interested coach, program-
mer, or airchecker, must “self-check.” It is usually easier with another person
in the room, but, even if you are on your own, this book offers techniques to
help you improve your show.

The secret of managing successful radio stations is finding, hiring and then
developing good people. Consolidation has left many smaller stations, which
at one time served as “farm teams,” or training grounds for new people, opt-
ing for cheaper syndicated programming instead. There are fewer places
where inexperienced but gifted talent can learn how to master their art and
grow. This is why airchecking, the fastest and best way to progress, is criti-
cal.

Airchecking is considered standard operating procedure in the United States.
Much to my dismay, I have found that very few people in Europe aircheck.
But now, around the world, the stakes are higher and commercial radio com-
petition is becoming a way of life. The interest in learning specific aircheck
methods, tips, and techniques to grow and develop on-air talent has escalated.
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The Powerful Radio Workbook

This workbook is divided into the following main sections: Personalities/
Talent, Show Prep, on-air Performance and Post Production Planning,
the aircheck session. There are also sections on News and Promos. The
worksheets are set up as samples of actual show worksheets.

You will find dozens of “rules” in this book. Remember the most important
one: be prepared to break the rules if you come up with a better way to do
something.

This material comes from my life and experiences as a consultant, radio pro-
grammer, and air personality. It also helps to have sat in the aircheck hotseat.

I have asked some colleagues, associates, and broadcast programmers, whose
work I respect, to contribute their ideas. What amazes me is how similar their
methodologies are. In fact, much of the material overlaps. All of these ex-
perts have helped develop talent with airchecking. None of them would want
to work without it.

Within this workbook, there are work pages and exercises to help you with
airchecking. You will also find the contact numbers and addresses for the

various contributors listed at the end.

Airchecking, correctly executed, works in any format, any language, and any
country in the world.
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“The writer is always tricking the reader into listening to his or her dream.”
—Joan Didion

“He who hesitates is a damned fool.”
—Mae West

v

Where Do We Find Tomorrow’s Talent?

In her Hollywood novel, Star Country, Jill Robinson suggests that “star po-
tential,” or raw talent, is easy to spot: “Long before the fame hits, the star’s
the different one. The leader—or the weird one. The motor’s there. You
want to feed off it; use its heat.”

The stars of broadcasting share certain traits. Genuine talent are true indi-
viduals, gifted storytellers, and good listeners, as well as articulate communi-
cators. They have original thought, intelligence and passion. These people
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have a spark of life and a sense of humor. They get a kick out of things. They
burn with curiosity. Some have a formal academic education; all have a lot of
life experience. These are people who naturally connect with others—indi-
viduals with ideas and things to say. They tend to be a little ahead of popular
trends. They must be seen and heard.

Developing talent, product and content requires another element: faith. There
must be someone on staff—a manager, producer or programmer—who has
the ability to find the right people and bring them into the fold. The ability to
recognize talent is a talent in itself.

Veteran broadcaster Teddy Fregoso, general manager of XRPS-AM 1090,
helped build Spanish radio in Los Angeles, the largest and most diverse Spanish
language radio market in the United States. Fregoso’s greatest asset is his
unparalleled success in judging talent. He has launched the careers of dozens
of major radio personalities.

Fregoso understands the universally successful formula for finding powerful
air talent: “try them and see if it works.” In a January, 1998, interview in the
Los Angeles Times, Fregoso explained, “The secret to finding talent is simple:
give people a chance. How can you tell if you have a good boxer unless you
give him some fights?”’

Talent is inborn, but broadcasting can be taught. That is why airchecking
plays such a fundamental role in developing personalities. When you find
people with potential, someone must take the time to develop and coach these
individuals in ways that will maximize their skills, not kill them.
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Geller Media International broadcast consultant Denise Mclntee has years of
experience finding and developing new radio talent. Denise advises pro-
grammers:

Be on the lookout for colorful charac-
ters in your everyday life. Ask friends,
business associates, relatives, and
neighbors. Often, they can tell you
about an obscure cable-TV host on at
4:30 in the morning who was totally en-
tertaining, or a local stand-up comic
who had the patrons in stitches. Teen-
agers are a valuable resource as well.
They hear about the latest trends or hot-
test acts about a year ahead of every-
body else.

Denise Mclintee

Radio stations are loaded with born en-

tertainers, and not just the people on the air. Look closely for the
[off-air] employees who are surrounded by staff when they walk
in the office. These are the people everyone looks to for enter-
tainment. Their electricity may translate onto the airwaves.

Sadly, most programmers will not give an audition to anyone with-
out an established track record or who has not honed his or her
craft in a smaller market. These programmers lack confidence in
their ability to discover a “diamond-in-the-rough.”




Give It Time

It is appalling to observe various local stations and networks hire and fire
talent in haste if the show is not a “two-book wonder.” One of the problems
with our industry right now is the complete lack of commitment to talent on
the part of management. Remember, it took 60 Minutes ten years to find its
audience.

The original Star Trek series was cancelled after just three seasons, because it
had “failed.” It took reruns for the audience to discover Captain Kirk and Mr.
Spock and get hooked on the show. Star Trek in television, spin-off shows,
movies and books has been breaking records for more than thirty years.

Superstar comedian Jerry Seinfeld exhibits a framed memo from NBC-TV
declaring that the initial research on his new situation comedy showed a weak
response, a poor supporting cast, and that most viewers who had seen the test
pilot would not want to watch it again. The network only ordered four epi-
sodes. But somebody had faith in the series, and it paid off.

If producer Garry Marshall hadn’t believed in his very funny and talented
sister, Penny, and hired her as an actress in his TV sitcoms Happy Days, and
the Odd Couple, TV’s long running LaVerne & Shirley, as well as the movies
Big, Awakenings, and A League of Their Own might never have been made.
Incidentally, talk-host Rosie O’Donnell’s talent was initially recognized by
Penny Marshall, who believed in her and brought O’Donnell’s career along.

Broadcasting is filled with these examples: Talk-show-host Sally Jessy
Raphael lost eighteen jobs before she found one that showcased her talent
and could grow an audience. The scenario is similar with Oprah Winfrey and
dozens of other stars who just needed someone to support and believe in their
talent, and enough time for their shows to take off.
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Let It Grow

Building an audience for both talent and a format is a process. It’s tempting
to pull the plug if results are not immediate, but a little patience and consis-
tency can go a long way toward success.

Growing tomatoes takes a certain amount of time. So does digging an oil
well. So does building a news/talk radio station. Managers and owners hate
to hear this, but in my experience, with very few exceptions, it takes three
years to build a talk station.

From June, 1988, to June, 1991, KFI-AM in Los Angeles struggled to launch
its new talk format. No matter what they did, the ratings barely moved from
around a 1.9 to 2.5, similar to what the numbers had been during their last
gasp as a music station.

Every single bus board in traffic-infested Southern California was plastered
with KFI ads. You could hear the station playing everywhere. People were
talking about Rush Limbaugh and the other talent. The Los Angeles Times
printed six huge cover stories in its entertainment section about the various
KFI hosts, but still the numbers hardly budged. Cox Broadcasting stuck with
it. They believed in the format. By this time, the company had spent money
on programming, talent, promotion, and an award-winning news department,
so they hung on without making major changes. After the “three-year build”—
success. Today, KFI is one of the most listened-to talk stations in the English-
speaking world.
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Talent—Be Yourself

It is a good thing to learn from other talent on the air. However, it never really
works to become a Xerox of someone else. There are many programmers
who look for a Paul Harvey, Howard Stern, or Oprah Winfrey “type.” But
each of these people made it on unique talent, not by copying others.

Just as vocalists may “try on” characteristics of other musicians during early
development, they do not become great until they find their “own” voices.
Helping each talent to do that is a large part of the skill of a good program
director, manager, consultant, or talent coach.

Managers—Right-casting

A huge part of right-casting is letting your staff know what is expected of
them.

Do not expect a serious interviewer or journalist to go on the air in morning
drive and be a laugh riot. Itis not the nature of that individual’s talent. On the
other hand, do not get upset if your funny, talented, childlike jokester makes
the occasional inappropriate remark. That is what you hired him or her to do.

Right-casting is vital. If you were a movie director, you would not cast Amold
Schwartzenegger in the part of an old, bald, chemistry professor. He could
play the part, but he is better playing his “strengths.”
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So, Who Are These People, Really?

Ask yourself how well you know the employees at your radio station, both
the on-air personalities and the support staff. Are you able to perceive their
natural talents and abilities? Can you tell what they might be able to do, as
well as their current capabilities and accomplishments? Do you know what
they really hope to achieve at your station?

Before a surgeon operates, he or she performs a thorough examination in
order to make an accurate diagnosis. They ask lots of questions. The prob-
lem may not actually require surgery. In radio, we sometimes operate with-
out the examination.

On the following pages are some questions I’ve used to help people decide
whether or not they, or members of their staffs, are correctly cast in their
current positions. Pay attention to the answers. Look for potential.
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Key Questions:

“Sometimes when you are leading [an expedition] you have to say whatever you can to
keep people on your side. It doesn’t matter if people believe what you say or not. They need
to see you believe it. That’s what leadership is about.”

—Philip Kerr (on mountain climbing)

Passion Quotient

Do you listen to the station on your own time because you like to? Are
you proud of your station?

If the answer is yes, you are probably at the right radio station.

If offered your current job again today, what would be something you
would ask for other than more money? Why did you want the job you
are doing now?

Some may have thought it would be an easy paycheck. Others fought hard
for a chance to be on the air. There is a lot of prestige and power that comes
with our titles. It sounds good to be able to say, “I am a journalist” or “I run
a radio station.”

The actual work is another matter. Did you become a program director be-
cause you thought that was the next job to take after hosting a talk show? Do
you miss being on the air every day? Did you become a general manager
because you were offered a promotion and now find yourself in sales meet-
ings when you would much rather be working with talent and marketing?

10




The Powerful Radio Workbook: Personalities

Are you sick and tired of getting up at 3:00 am, even if you do host the most
successful morning show in town? Did you join a team show because you
liked working with your co-host but he got fired and you hate his replace-
ment?

Did you become a radio host for the allure it had to the opposite sex? Are you
married with a spouse who is threatening to leave if you make one more
cross-country move?

Did you go into production because you wanted to write comedy and make
clever parody songs but now you have so many spots to create that you never
get to produce a single “bit” or creative segment for a show?

Did you think when you started as a journalist that you would be the next
Walter Cronkite, and now you host a Hollywood gossip show? Were you
planning to be rich and famous?

As the old expression goes, there is nothing as predictable as change. It may
be that your job has changed, or that you have.

It is possible that a few modifications in your working life would make your
job right for you again. Hire an assistant production director. Get a new co-
host. Move to afternoons. Spend time with marketing. It is also possible that
you are now incorrectly cast, not because you cannot do your job, but be-
cause you do not wish to do it. If you find yourself looking longingly at a
position you never thought you would want, ask yourself why it appeals to
you.

11
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What is a perfect day at work for you? What is your favorite aspect of
the work you do?

That which comes easily to you is probably what you are best at doing. How
much of that do you get to do? Do you have many perfect days at work? Is
there an opportunity to do more of what appeals to you in your present posi-
tion? This is an area each host, manager, and programmer should look at
from time to time.

How often do you have a great idea for somebody else’s show or feature?
Do you share it with the talent or keep it to yourself?

If you can pass material along or be of assistance, you are demonstrating
courage, leadership, and a generous personality. You have a vision of the
total health of the station. You are a team player. This attribute would serve
you well either as a manager or as a member of a team show.

TALENT:

Do you feel ruled and restricted by the station’s format clock, or do you
feel you have enough control and discretion to structure your show ac-
cording to the needs of the moment?

If you are able to work within the confines of your format, yet have enough
leeway to pursue the occasional “magic moment” or news emergency, you
are probably working with supportive management. They believe in your
ability to discern when something is in the best overall interest of the show
and the station. They also are confident you will cover your basic formatic
obligations. You have their trust.
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MANAGERS:
Are you willing to risk? Do you feel uncomfortable when you hear the
format being broken?

If you know that nine times out of ten your format is going “out the window”
for a good reason, then you are demonstrating the kind of flexibility that can
only come when you have confidence in your air staff.

TALENT:
Do you have total control of your show?

Almost nobody has that, unless you own the station. But, your goal should be
to leave the studio each day feeling: “That was me. That was what I wanted
to do on the air today.” If you finish your show feeling as though you ex-
ecuted somebody else’s agenda, with no personal stake in the outcome, you
are probably miscast.

MANAGERS:

Do you feel you or your producers are constantly forcing ideas on the
talent? Do you feel you must hold the reins tightly to assure that he or
she will do a particular type of show every day? Do you feel you are in a
wrestling match with the talent for control of the show?

If so, either you are controlling the show out of fear the talent is inept, you are

trying to put a square peg in a round hole and the talent is miscast, or you
would prefer to do the show yourself.
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TALENT:
When it comes to your show, are you more comfortable playing it safe
than taking chances on the air? Do you worry about looking foolish?

Superstar performers take a few chances. If they spent a lot of time being
anxious about their images, they would miss opportunities to be great. It
takes bravery to risk looking silly in front of an audience, but your listeners
appreciate courage even if you fail. If the thought of looking undignified
petrifies you, perhaps you should try something safer.

When there is a mistake on the air, is it always someone else’s fault?
Who is to blame for sloppy on-air presentation?

Successful talent take a lot of responsibility for their shows. If something
goes wrong on the air, they do not throw up their hands, blame the equipment
or the producer, and give up for the rest of the hour. They dump the boring
guest, look up an expert’s phone number, or carry the microphone down to
the street. In short, they are willing to do whatever it takes to achieve a
quality air product.

> If the station has no budget for newspapers and magazines, successful
talent buy their own.

S If the station cannot afford a piece of equipment, motivated employees
go out and find a sponsor who is willing to provide the product on
trade.

> An executive producer once organized a collection among the staff to

buy a much-needed tape deck.

> A manager went to the pharmacy and bought stomach medication for
an ailing newscaster.
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A program director once told me, “I’d get down on my knees and shine (the
host’s) shoes if that would help him do a better show.”

In a well-cast broadcasting scenario, if something goes wrong, each person
involved, from the program director to the call screener, comes up with an
idea of how he or she could help make it better the next time. If you are not
willing to take responsibility for your product, ask yourself why you are do-
ing this job.

What makes you angry at work?

Most people get angry at anything they perceive as unfair. Radio is definitely
a business in which, as George Orwell says in Animal Farm, “some animals
are more equal than others.” A lot of radio performers are, at least on a local
level, “stars.” They get treated differently, with a lot of extra privileges. They
are stars because of their talent, and talent is not distributed fairly. It takes
many people working behind the scenes to support a star. Some people would
be better off going for an on-air position in a small market rather than work-
ing in an off-air capacity in a large one, because their need to be the star is
huge. Others are far happier remaining out of the limelight.

Management can make up for much of the attention that gets directed to the
star, but is really owed to the supporting cast, by acknowledging the cast
members directly. Still, if you have a chorus line that is miserable not being
in the main spotlight, they will be angry, dissatisfied, and do your station very
little good. If your background players are envious, believing they should get
the same attention as the big on-air attractions, they are miscast.
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Radio is a highly demanding business. Often the hours are long and the pay
is low. It would be nice if one could staff a station entirely with workaholics,
heirs to large fortunes, or those who never need to go home. Although it
would be unfair to expect this of any employee, many jobs in broadcasting
really do require this. If you enjoy your job, but it never seems to be over,
you might find other stations set up their staffs differently, hire more people,
and pay them better. It may not be the rype of work you are doing that is
causing you difficulty, but rather where you are doing it. In other words, you
could be correctly cast doing the same job somewhere else.

Do you believe any of your support people secretly want to be
on the air?

Lots of people are drawn to this business and take supporting jobs until the
day they can be on the air. Whatever the reasons they took these positions,
support people must support their shows. If you are doing your show feeling
that the board operator is coveting your job and sabotaging your efforts, this
must be fixed. A producer, glaring across the booth and thinking, “I know I
could do this show so much better,” is not likely to be helping your program.

Although there is nothing wrong with ambition or having long-range broad-
cast goals, a part of right-casting is knowing the people you hire have the
talent and desire to do the job they are currently doing. When they have
mastered that position and are eager to move up, managers owe it to them to
look at whether or not they would now be well cast in another job. If such a
position is not immediately available, tell them. Give them the option, even
the assistance, to move to a station where they will be better able to fulfill
their goals.
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Do you believe the work you do matters?
Having a microphone is not something one should take for granted.

Because aspects of the job can become routine or mundane, it is easy to forget
that listeners are giving you their most valuable resource—their time. There
is a commitment on the part of the broadcaster to offer information, entertain-
ment, inspiration, or whatever your station has promised to provide.

Do any jobs at the station, other than the one you now have, seem inter-
esting to you?

If they do, why not learn them? There are always vacations, emergencies,
and fill-in opportunities. You may find another area of the business that is a
better fit for you—one where you would be better cast.

What place does humor have on your show or station?

You might be surprised to find that humor has a place on every radio station.
You do not have to be a funny person to have a sense of humor. But it is
essential that everyone on the station has an appreciation for the odd, the
strange or the quirkier aspects of life.

Moments of levity can be found in topical stories, news, or issues. Even the
most serious news programs save a “kicker” for the end of the newscast. If
you punish your staff for pointing out the lighter side of a story, you are, in a
way, asking them to be other than human.

17




Valerie Geller

Can you tell a story three different times in three different ways and
keep it entertaining and interesting with each telling?

Because many broadcasters work with subject matter that may not change
very much over the course of days, weeks, or even months, they must be able
to vary their storytelling. This keeps it interesting to an audience familiar
with the material.

It’s as if you told your spouse a story. That night you have dinner guests and
you tell the story again. The following day, you retell it to a friend over the
phone. Your spouse has now heard the story three separate times. However,
if you managed to vary your anecdote with different details or a new ap-
proach, it was not boring. If you have people on the air who can do this, you
have the makings of a great radio station.

What is the best thing about your manager? What is the worst thing
about your manager?

If you make an honest inventory of your manager’s good and bad qualities,
you may find your job is better than you thought it was. What seems like a
unsatisfied boss may actually be someone who is working very hard to bring
you to the next level of performance. He or she may see potential where you
see none. Although you might feel miscast in a certain job, you may be there
to learn skills for the next position your supervisor has in mind for you.
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Do you feel your manager is the radio police? Can he or she make you do
something you don’t want to do? Do you work in fear of being caught
making a mistake? How afraid are you of getting fired? Does that moti-
vate you?

Everyone has a boss. If you live in fear to the extent that you are not willing
to risk management’s displeasure, you may be miscast. It is important that
you feel strongly enough about your freedom to try new ideas on behalf of
your station, your show, or your staff. You must be willing to incur a little
fallout once in a while. Sometimes, the powers that be must be obliged, but
there should be a little give and take here.

If you are immobilized by fear of losing your job, you should ask yourself the
next question:

If you did lose your job, how easily do you think you could find another
one?

If the answer is you could not easily replace this job, then you may need to
express your creativity in other ways. If you would have to make some sac-
rifices in the form of a move, pay cut, lifestyle change, etc., and are willing to
do so in order to do more creative work that you love, then seeking out a job
where you are more properly cast could well be worthwhile.
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If you were not doing radio, what work would you do? Is radio the
right venue for you?

TALENT:

Does radio fulfill your need to be heard and to express yourself creatively?
Does it drain you or energize you to create something new on the air each
day? Do you feel satisfied at the end of the day?

Most creative communicators have a lot of artistic abilities. If radio is not
the right venue for you, think of some other work that might be suitable and
meet your requirements.

MANAGERS:
Do you feel proud to sell this product? Would you be just as happy selling
something more tangible or less controversial?

Many managers would be happy selling or directing in a variety of busi-

nesses. If you would be more comfortable managing a different type of
company, give yourself permission to move on.
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Similar Goals

Part of right-casting is making sure that your goals and the station’s objec-
tives work together. Broadcast Programming & Research executive Andy
Beaubien, a former program director puts it this way:

As much as personalities would like to think that their show is
their own exclusive artistic responsibility, it is nevertheless part
of the station’s overall effort. It ultimately must satisfy the station’s
goals. If the personality’s goals and the station’s goals are out of
sync, the result will be frustration and bitterness on both sides. In
almost every case where there is a serious problem between man-
agement and an air personality, the underlying cause is usually a
conflict between goals or, to put it in the language of the trade
publications, ‘philosophical differences.’

Talent may also have philosophical differences with the audience. That is
fine in many cases, and some talent build careers by flying in the face of
convention, but it can be a tough road. Does this mean you should alter your
true self to keep your job? McVay Media country music radio programming
consultant Jaye Albright speaks from experience when she says:

As a commercial enterprise, radio does reward the craftspeople
who most accurately reflect the current cultural realities. If you
can find it within yourself to respect the prevailing value system,
while still being true to your own unique creative voice, you may
be more successful.
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\ 4
Are You a Generator or a Reactor?

From my experience, I have observed that talent usually falls into one of two
categories, generators and reactors.

In order to coach talent effectively, it helps to identify the talent’s strengths
and natural abilities. Vallie-Richards Consulting president Dan Vallie sug-
gests; “clearly define the talent’s roles. There must be an anchor or director,
a creative chief, a producer, etc.” Knowing the type of performer you are
working with lets you guide him or her toward his or her maximum perfor-
mance. The programmer is then able to design powerful radio by making the
shoe fit the foot, instead of trying to do it the other way around.

What Is a Generator?

The natural skills of the generator mean that he or she can easily work alone
or as part of a team. A generative talent visualizes original ideas. A genera-
tor has a strong independent imagination. The generator comes up with a
myriad of topics, undaunted by the blank page.
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What Is a Reactor?

Reactors are also creative individuals. A reactive talent takes existing ideas
and comes up with numerous ways to make them better or more workable.

No less talented than a generator, the reactor nonetheless has a very different
style. A reactor alone faces the blank page with terror. However, the moment
a reactor comes in contact with a generator, he or she can instantly and very
cleverly pick up on remarks, comments, or nuances and be very funny.

A reactor is usually the one who responds to just about any stimulus with an
insightful or witty remark. Reactors can have a lot of fun talking back to their
TV sets and radios. Reactors work best with other people in the room to
spark their creative energy.

Both types of talent are valuable and good, but right-casting here is the key.
Forcing a reactor to carry the show as a generator doesn’t work, and forcing a
strong generator into an equal or subordinate partnership with another talent
can lead to an almost painful on-air clash. As a coach, it is your job to iden-
tify each person’s specific strengths and then to encourage each one to de-
velop those strengths.

Putting two generators together as co-hosts or as a team can sometimes be a
disaster. They tend to battle for the microphone, seldom listen to each other,
and compete for attention. The show sounds like two kids fighting at the
dinner table. It is hard to listen for very long.
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Putting two reactors together is not much better. The audience hears them
casting a net for ideas over and over again. The process is dull, and, if noth-
ing swims into the net, the show becomes weak and boring.

Electric connection with the audience happens when you have a balance of
both elements.

How Do You Tell the Difference Between a Reactor and a Generator?

It is fairly simple. Generators have a lot of ideas and energy. They take
huge risks and worry about it later. They have moments of brilliance. They
sit alone in a room, and their minds overflow with ideas.

That is not to say that every idea a generator produces is a perfectly conceived
show, but they seem to be practically exploding with new material.

If you are looking at a reactive talent, you will notice that he or she is quick
with a story, a memory, an imitation or a line for any topic you could give him
or her. But you must lead the reactor by giving that first push, that sugges-
tion, or a good opening. Leave the reactor alone in a room with no external
catalyst for the show, and he or she is miserable. Reactors may do brilliant
interviews, or pick things out of the newspaper that are unique, but they need
some kind of initial stimulus to begin the process.

You probably have a reactor on the air if he or she is dull until the news
person shows up.
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Generators are scarce. Most people are reactors. It is a little like being left-
or right-handed. One is no better than the other. If absolutely necessary,
right-handed people can be forced to use their left hands, and vice versa. You
can certainly force people to improve in the area where they are weaker, but
in most circumstances, it is best for the station to take advantage of their
natural inclinations.

A Cast of Dozens

You might think it takes a generator to host a morning show. That is not
always the case. One reactor, “Casey,” found a cast of generators in his lis-
tening audience.

“Rita” owned and operated a local beauty salon. She was also Casey’s loyal
fan and listener. Rita started calling in on a semi-regular basis to chat about
hot movies and goings on around town. She was funny and charming and had
unique views. Rita became a regular on the show. The listeners started call-
ing in wanting to meet Rita. She participated at station events and appear-
ances.

Next, Casey added another regular listener, a talkative cab driver. Then he
found a local construction guy with fix-it tips, who also happened to be single,
twenty-eight years old, dating regularly, and happy to talk about his adven-
tures.

Casey continues to add appropriate players as they appear. He has a hot show
now with lots of generators to show off his reactive talents. He assembled his

own generator-reactor team.

Once you know who your generators and reactors are, you are ready to begin
the Prep.
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“Men are born with two eyes, but with just a single tongue, in order that they should see
twice as much as they say.”
—Charles Caleb Colton

Why Is Prep Crucial?

A general would never go into battle without a plan. A surgeon would never
go into the operating room without a preliminary work-up. Yet it is surpris-
ing how many air personalities show up for work and just wait to see what
happens. Some days they might get lucky, but for winning over the long haul,
show prep is essential. If a talent is prepared, it does not matter if he or she
slides in a minute before airtime. The prepared host can still do a great show.

It is never an accident when a show is number one. It takes very hard work.
The best personalities compile a stack of material from various sources: ar-
ticles from magazines or newspapers, written ideas, and material collected
from the internet.

When I worked with syndicated-host Rush Limbaugh at WABC, I knew 1
was watching a master of show prep. Rush came in hours before his show.
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He didn’t go on the air until he’d gone through dozens of newspapers, dis-
cussed ideas with his producer, and spent time on the phone talking with
anyone from disc jockeys to political leaders. Rush had concepts and stories,
but no guests. He found things that interested him, collected them, and shared
them with his audience. No one made him do this. Rush did it on his own,
because he wanted his show to succeed. He realized the value of show prep.

Everyone has his or her own way of organizing show prep materials, but if a
host sounds consistently disorganized on the air, try coming up with another
system. If a host is prepared but cannot access an item during the on-air
performance, all that prep is wasted and the show will wander.

Some talent are fortunate enough to have trustworthy people, usually produc-
ers, who do their show prep and planning for them. It then becomes the
talent’s job to creatively execute someone else’s plan. Nevertheless, a plan
still exists.

Creative talent, twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, are engaged in
show prep. Everything in their lives—what they read, eat, feel, experience
and even dream—all goes into their shows. Good talent utilize everything
including their personal experiences and relationships.

How personal can it get? With some air personalities, the best you can hope

for in terms of confidentiality is that your name stays out of it. Managers
beware: your meetings or conversations with talent could become material.
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There is a difference between personal and private. No one should be al-
lowed to endanger others or personally harm them in any way. Not only can
there be legal consequences to giving specific information about peoples’
private lives, but there can be security issues as well. When in doubt, try
asking: will the story of the car with the Picasso in the back seat be as com-
pelling if I don’t give the car’s make and model? Oftentimes a little camou-
flage enables more creative and dramatic story-telling without risking
someone’s physical well-being or emotional embarrassment. What is your
point? If entertaining your audience is the goal, then does it really matter if
something happened to your wife or to “a woman I know...?” Try television’s
Dragnet approach: “The story you are about to hear is true, but the names
have been changed to protect the innocent.”

Using Humor

Some people are funny; others may not be funny but have great senses of
humor. There are those who are hilarious in private, but are not able to access
those parts of their personalities on the air.

You can do show prep that improves your ability to be funny on the air. For
example, you can learn to become a better storyteller. McVay Media consult-
ant Jaye Albright offers this advice to those who would like to grow and
develop in this area, “Read every book in the library about humor. If pos-
sible, attend improvisation workshops. These can be mind-expanding re-
leases of creative expression. [When telling a story] memorize specific and
colorful details. There is nothing funny about the abstract—comedy emerges
from specifics. Make note of them and use them; allow the child who lives
within you to emerge. Tell your truth.”
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Rules for Powerful Prep

“Use everything in your life to create your art.”
—Stanislavsky

Here are some ideas and questions to look at when doing show prep.

1)

2)

Go With the Moment
Also known as the rule of “out the window.”

If something spontaneous happens on the air that is better than
what you have prepared, go with it! You would happily take a
“side trip” to see the Grand Canyon while traveling through Ari-
zona. The magic moments on radio—a breaking news story or a
fabulous caller—happen when you least expect them, and when
they occur it is wonderful. Although there is no substitute for
walking into the station thoroughly prepared, you must also be
willing to throw that stack of stuff “out the window” when some-
thing irresistible turns up.

Why Are We Doing This?

Always have a specific reason for wanting a guest.

Avoid “guest-o-mania.” If a guest has been booked for you, know
the reason. Ask the producer, “What has this person done? Why
is he or she special?”

Ask: “Will we enjoy this guest even if we are not familiar with his

or her latest book or area of expertise?’ Think twice before you
take the easy way out and book a guest to fill an hour of airtime.
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If you have always wanted to meet someone, and he or she lives in
your town or is coming to your area, it is perfectly acceptable to
invite that person to be a guest on your show, providing that the
goal remains to entertain or inform your audience.

Never promise a guest an hour. Instead, ask for a few minutes of
his or her time. Make it clear that because this is live radio, it is
always possible that a guest may be pre-empted by a breaking
story. You have now protected yourself, from the potentially em-
barrassing situation of having to dump a guest if he or she is bor-
ing or if a bigger opportunity arises.

I am frequently asked for a rule about guests. Unless you are
doing an interview-based show, I advise using guests as spice.
Like great seasoning in a bland meal, guests can be wonderful.
Good guests can make a show, but they must be gifted communi-
cators with passion and something relevant to say. The best guests
are people who have personal experience, with a story to tell, rather
than being just experts in their fields.

A guest can also serve as an unwitting foil for savvy hosts with
barbed tongues. “John and Ken” in Los Angeles are famous for
finding “village idiots” and using them on the air for comedic
purposes.

Warning to Managers:

Managers, particularly those oriented to finance, like to hear guests
on the air. It demonstrates that the host and producer have done
some work to book the show and justify their salaries. They like
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to see bodies at desks for eight hours a day. Sales reps are asked
to turn in lists of people they have called on, called back, or vis-
ited. Managers feel comfortable seeing people working. It’s that
“all in their places with bright shiny faces” song we learned in
elementary school. We are accustomed to believing what we see.
Management have a hard time accepting that a talent fighting with
his or her auto mechanic is actually doing show prep, but it can be
true.

Broadcasting is not school, or a factory job where we punch in our
eight hours a day. Radio work is different, more like art than
manufacturing. A gallery owner would not call an artist at 8:45 in
the morning and ask, “Are you at your easel yet? How many
brushes have you used?”

The only hard rule for powerful radio is: be prepared and on time
for your show. What listeners respond to is the finished product.
Our product is on the radio. Our preparation is real but often
invisible.

Be Prepared

Carry a tape recorder or note pad at all times. Don’t forget spare
batteries for that tape recorder. If we were working as photogra-
phers, we would always have a camera ready. But we work in
radio and our platform is sound. When was the last time you
thought to yourself, “I wish I had a tape recorder right now?”
They are small and inexpensive. Get one. Carry it. If you are not
comfortable carrying a tape recorder, at least keep paper and pen
handy so that you can jot down a great idea before it is gone.
Great ideas come in the shower; the car; wake you up at night.
Write them down.
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Make Friends Qutside the Business

Spend time with normal people. If you only associate with jour-
nalists and broadcasters, you limit your vision. Expand your ho-
rizons. Talk to everyone. Your inner circle should contain people
who work outside of radio and have a variety of interests and ex-
periences. Listen to them. Find out what they are thinking, wor-
rying, and talking about. It will help your show tremendously.
Read everything. Watch everything. Find mentors. As consult-
ant Randy Lane says: “Hang out with creative people, and learn
from them. Study creative performers outside of radio.”

Know Your Target

Know your audience. Do the listeners have a lifestyle that is dif-
ferent than the host’s? Probably so. Perhaps a host lives in a busy
urban center, whereas the bulk of the station’s listeners are subur-
banites. You need to know what goes on where they live, too.
Read the local press. Drive around to get a feeling for your area.
Attend neighborhood functions. Meet people. Get to know your
city.

Unless you are Robin Leach, this is not Lifestyles of the Rich and
Famous. Even if you do not frequent your local Target, K-Mart,
or Home Depot, you should at least know people who do. Eat
where your listeners eat; shop where they shop. Stay curious,
alive, and interested. Check out the internet.

Take a Test Drive

Discuss show ideas with somebody else. Prep is much easier when
you have the luxury of working with a talented producer. He or
she can help form questions you will ask on-air and points you
will make to engage your audience. Try bouncing the ideas off
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people around you: the call screener, the PD, the news person, or
the station’s security guard. It may help you focus on what is
really interesting about the topic, or take it in a different direction.
Prep Warning:

Do not do your show before the show. Testing out an idea should
not be confused with rehearsing a monologue. Save your actual
performance for the live microphone. It won’t sound as good or
as natural the second time around.

Pre-produce

Prepare the soundtrack for your show. Any bits, music, etc. that
you think you might want to use should be close at hand. Inform
your engineer or board operator well in advance if you will re-
quire any special technical assistance or equipment. Make sure
your equipment is working.

Double Check

Before you go on-air with a topic ask:
Is it relevant?

Does it matter?

Do you care?

Do your listeners care?

What will I do if this topic gets boring?
Do I have a fall-back plan?

Be Generous

If you have found a topic that would be perfect for somebody else
at the station, pass it along. Leave the article, book, note, etc. in
that person’s mailbox, or give him or her a call or e-mail. The
success of the station depends on the efforts of all its creative
members.
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10) Experiment
Break rules if you can come up with a more successful method.
Take what works for you, and leave the rest.

- e ai

‘ ©1997 Bobby Geean® lnc

WILL YOU QUIT SAYING, “I DONT GET IT" AFTER EVERY JOKE
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Tommy Kramer

Tale of Total Show Prep

Former air personality and program director Tommy Kramer currently coaches
talent for Clear Channel in Dallas. His “tale of total show prep” illustrates
what can happen when you do not do your homework thoroughly:

A talent called with a problem: he had overslept on Tuesday, had
no time for show prep and just barely made it in time for his morn-
ing-drive show. Yet he and his partner had a great show that day.
The next day, the talent did two hours of show prep and arrived on
time, but the show was difficult and out of synch. His question
for me was “Do I really need show prep?”

This guy got lucky on Tuesday. His creative side bailed him out.
But it won’t and cannot every day. Wednesday he did tons of
prep, but all the work was informational. He had lots of things on
tap, but had not thought about where to go with them.

The answer is “yes, you need to do your show prep. But look for
balance and prep your creative as well as your informational side.”
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Prep and Topic Selection

Broadcasters organize their show prep in different ways. There is no “right
way,” just the way that works for you.

The following examples come from air personality Jay Severin. His sources
include newspapers, magazine articles, the internet, plus stories and conver-
sations from his own life. From this prep work, Jay gets three talkable topics/
engaging questions he will use on the air.

Many hosts and producers find it useful to attach the source materials to show
prep sheets. For this show, the host would have two newpaper articles plus
stories printed from the internet (or data which can be made available on-
screen during the show.) Show prep worksheets we use appear as follows:

Topic #1
Source; New York Times article

Talkable topic or engaging question: date rape vs. “fake” date rape.

On college campuses in the area, there has been a rash of alleged date rapes.
Some are real, but some may not be. What constitutes “date rape?” Isn’t it
just rape?

Possible Guest(s): Jay plans to do an open-hour phone opinion discussion.

Here is Jay’s actual show open:

Date rape doesn’t exist. There is no such thing as date rape any
more than there is such a thing as date murder or date arson or
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date bank robbery. There is rape. A vile crime. Then there is
seduction. That we now confuse the two is very scary.

Seduction is a completely wonderful natural male skill that we are
born and raised to study and perfect every day. It is my job as a
boy to do and say and manipulate anything at my disposal in order
to get a girl’s knickers off. I may lie, promise, cajole, entice; I
may use every trick in the book (and my book looks a lot like a set
of encyclopedias...). Anything I can do to get a girl to have sex
with me is fair as long as I do not use force.

If what we now stupidly call date rape is in fact a real crime, you
are listening now to America’s biggest serial date rapist.

Topic # 2
Source: New York Post, People Magazine articles (one on medical ethics,
the other detailing the lawsuit).

Talkable topic or engaging question: Should dead people have children?
It’s now medically possible, but is it right?

A 34-year-old woman’s husband was killed in an accident. There is a new
medical procedure to harvest sperm from the body of the deceased and im-
plant the still living sperm into the womb of the widow. She wants very much
to conceive a child. His family does not want her to do this.
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Possible Guests:
P A member of the woman’s deceased husband’s family.
P A doctor who performs such procedures.
| 2 The lawyer handling this case.

Open-phone/opinion discussion.

Topic #3

Source: Host personal experience plus additional internet data.

Talkable topic or engaging question: Headline story about the New York
$70 million lottery.

Jay plans to broaden and develop this topic into three areas.
1) How would $70 million change your life?
2) What subjects of conversation draw total strangers together?
3) If a man won the money, would he be more likely to spend it
than a woman? Are there differences in the ways men and |

women spend money?

Possible Guests: Lottery winners who’ve spent it foolishly. Psychologist
discussing “found money” dynamics.

Open-phone/opinion discussion.
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Here is what went on the air:

Tonight they draw the winning ticket. I usually don’t buy lottery
tickets, but I sure did today. Did you?

There were five or six of us in the men’s locker room at the gym
this morning. We don’t know each other by name. We nod, say
“hi” once in a while when we see each other, but we have never
had any conversation. All of a sudden, someone off-handedly
says, “I guess this is my last workout here, I’ll see you guys!”
Everybody looks at him. One guys smiles and says “You mean
because you’re going to win the lottery right?” Everyone laughs
and starts yelling: “No way! I’ve got the winning ticket!” “No I
do!”

Then someone says quietly, “Boy that would be great. I've got
two kids going to college this fall.” Suddenly these men, none of
whom had spoken to each other and who probably have very little
in common, had found something. Everybody stopped lacing up
his sneakers and started talking, fantasizing about winning 70-
million bucks. And the amazing thing is that everybody had
thought about it before they got to the gym—about how it would
change their lives. Do women dream about this?

As for me, I fantasize and I think about buying things, giving money
to my family and friends, but mostly I use it as a reality check. I
ask myself, what wouldI really do differently if I won that money.
And you know what? The answer is, I'd be right here tomorrow.
How about you?

[Break for commercial]

44




The Powerful Radio Workbook: Prep

Dig Deep for Talkable Topics/Engaging Questions

None of these ideas was a front-page story. Remember to look beyond page
one. Take notes from conversations you’ve had or overheard. Try to come
up with at least one story or observation from your own life for each show.
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Show Prep/Topic Sources

‘<~: Articles, news stories etc.

1) What is the TALKABLE TOPIC?

2) What is the SOURCE?

3) Whatis the ENGAGING QUESTION/STATEMENT?

4) Who is/are the POSSIBLE GUEST(S)?

1 @33 YUYS I IO
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Show Prep/Topic Sources

TALKABLE TOPIC # 1:

SOURCE:

ENGAGING QUESTION/STATEMENT:

POSSIBLE GUEST(S):
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Show Prep/Topic Sources

z TALKABLE TOPIC #2:

SOURCE:

ENGAGING QUESTION/STATEMENT:

POSSIBLE GUEST(S):

% TS N
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Show Prep/Topic Sources

Other print items:

1y

2)

3)

4)

Internet and other information:

1)

2)

3)

4)

Real-life story:
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Show Prep/Topic Focus

Talkable Radio Topics:

What affects people about this story today?
Pick out the most interesting thing about this subject:

WHO: Who is involved in the story—and of most interest in this
story? Actor Tom Cruise breaks leg.

WHAT: What happened? Is this the story itself?

WHEN: Is time important here? April 15th tax deadline: kidnapper
will execute the hostage at noon.

WHERE: Did the story’s location matter the most? A truck accident
at Highway 15 has traffic blocked for miles.

WHY: Look at why things occur. Is why the most interesting part of
the story? Is lack of road/highway funding the reason the bridge col-
lapsed?

HOW: Does it affect the listener? HOW much does it cost, HOW
does it affect the homeless?

Now circle the one area of most powerful interest to you. Then circle the
one you think is most important to the audience. Emphasize either of
these in your opening remarks. Make sure you give both areas lots of
attention. Then in order of importance, number the remaining focus
points and do your set up.
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Show Prep/Topic Focus (continued)

Topic Prep Sheet:

1) WHO IS INVOLVED?

2) WHAT HAPPENED?

3) WHEN DID IT HAPPEN?

4) WHERE DID IT HAPPEN?

5) WHY DID IT HAPPEN?

6) HOW DID IT HAPPEN?
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More Prep Methods

Basic preparation techniques are similar for every
format. The actual protocol works as well for mu-
sic as it does for talk radio. Andy Beaubien has
programmed many of America’s top-rated Album
Rock music stations, including WCOZ/Boston;
KNX-FM/Los Angeles; KLOL/Houston; and
WCXR/Washington, D.C. Andy now heads Broad-
cast Programming & Research’s European offices,
based in France. Andy, along with fellow BP&R
consultant Jeremy Millar, outlined this method for
prepping and running a well-organized show.

Here are Andy’s tips on preparing a music show:

Show prep is usually a team effort and not a task assigned to just
one person. In most cases, the program producer becomes the of-
ficial collector of show-prep material, since he or she is often more
objective than the show’s anchor.

Review

Ideally, show prep begins with a review [aircheck session] of the
previous program. This is often accomplished at the daily meet-
ing with the PD. Decide which segments worked and which did
not.
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Update

The producer updates the team on new material that has arrived.
This may include items from publications, syndicated-radio ser-
vices, press releases, the internet, and so on. The update should
include a briefing on the latest news items that may fit the show.
The availability of in-studio [or phone] guests should also be re-
viewed and the producer should be prepared to provide background
information on them. It is also good to look at major news, sports,
and show-business events which may be upcoming.

Sources

With the overflow of material available elsewhere, the local news-
paper need only play a modest role in your show. If you find you
are depending on the newspaper for most of your topics, try a
“newspaper-free” week.

Some teams hire writers who will generate exclusive material for
their shows. You can often find talented free-lance writers who
will regularly deliver fully written, customized material for a sur-
prisingly nominal fee.

Topics

Decide on a list of topics for the day’s program, and assign a pri-
ority to each item. Gather additional information about items that
caught your attention. Often you may find that a topic which
originally sounded interesting turns out to be a dead-end street.
On the other hand, research may uncover amazing facts about a
subject that had seemed limited.
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If script-writing or pre-recorded material is necessary, the pro-
ducer can assign these tasks to others on the team. Most talents
prefer an outline to a written script, so they can deliver material in
their own style.

Production

Pre-recorded material may include interviews with guests not avail-
able at airtime, on-the-street interviews, musical excerpts, sound
effects, novelty voices, feature intros and outros, and highlights
from previous programs.

Schedule

Schedule the program elements on paper. Make sure everyone
involved gets a copy. Each program should be planned in quarter-
hour segments (or smaller if necessary). Interview guests are also
placed on the schedule at this time. The program schedule should
be maintained on a daily and weekly basis. A good producer should
always have a contingency plan, as last minute guest cancella-
tions are common.

Archives

An essential part of show prep is the maintenance of complete and
accurate files. This library should include the following:

A file of previous daily program schedules

Copies of scripts and program ideas

Background material by subject

Audio files including full-length DAT or videotapes of
previous programs and edited program excerpts

vVvvwyy
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Accurate records allow the team to recycle successful program
features. Great guests and new show topics are not always avail-
able. A good library will keep the show afloat through slow peri-
ods.

Tommy Kramer points out that another, nearly effortless way a team show
continues to prep outside the station is to “communicate with each other off
the air. An advance phone call or e-mail can prepare your partner or producer
for a bit you want to do tomorrow. It gives the other person time to turn it
over to his or her subconscious and think of creative ways to contribute. Time
spent going to lunch or a ball game together can teach you things about each
other’s speech patterns, outside interests, etc. that could otherwise take months
to learn.”

Be Selective

It is great when you have ten fabulous ideas for a show,
but only need four. But how do you know which top-
ics should make it to the air?

Is there a set criteria for topic selection?

McVay Media consultant Jaye Albright says it very
well: “Do something that has something to do with

—

me and my life. It can’t be a cliche. It must be origi- Jaye Albright
nal and specific. If it is something from your life, I

hope that it becomes a metaphor for something about mine. Something that
moves me emotionally, touches me personally, yet is delivered with sponta-
neity and the knowledge that my time is important. The less it has to do with
me, the briefer or the more moving it must be.”
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There are some guidelines to help you pick topics for
stories, talk shows, and bits. WABC TV’s Howard Price
has had many years of radio experience. The reason
Howard has been so successful choosing topics for top-
rated Eyewitness News in New York, where he is as-
signment editor, is that he knows how to spot popular
issues and trends. He stays ahead of the curve, using
these criteria for topic selection:

Your audience is growing more vocal about what they perceive as sameness
up and down the dial. They are searching for a sound that reflects their lifestyles
and personalities. So remember:

>

You work for “WIFM”—“What’s in it for me?”—and the “me” means
your listeners.

Every day ask: What are people really doing? What are they talking
about right now at their desks or on the checkout line? How can my
program engage in and advance the discussion? Explore problems
and solutions. Unite your listeners with stories of personal crises or
extreme viewpoints.

Have the vision and vigilance to spot trends, take risks, exploit oppor-
tunities. Do one thing, or a small collection of things, better, faster,
and more reliably than any of your competitors. That is what builds
your image in the minds of your listeners.
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When selecting topics ask: Will people expect us to cover this? If your
listeners know that you can be counted on for great coverage of sports,
health, or politics, then they tune to you for those things.

People care about things that are close to them physically, emotion-
ally, spiritually or intellectually. They care about the security of their
jobs, the education of their kids, the health of their parents, the cost of
their homes, their favorite celebrities, etc. They care about the conse-
quences of the decisions their leaders make. They want the answer to
the question, “What does this mean to me?”

Use radio’s immediacy. Radio can still get more places faster than TV.
Do as much live as you can. If there is a current event where you can
get a direct call through to the people involved, while TV is still trying
to push their camera in someone’s front door, radio has the advantage.
Pick that topic. Everyone has a telephone in the house, but hardly any-
one has a satellite hookup in the living room.

Use the news. Scan the wires, newspapers, magazines, newsletters,
on-line services, and the internet for stories that sadden, outrage, in-
form, enlighten, amuse, or frustrate.

Have a friend who has a friend. Always get a phone number. Keep
your rolodex updated. Hang on to phone numbers of all sources. Take
advantage of all the sources that offer free directories (the govern-
ment, universities, TV and radio stations, public relations firms etc).
Keep “hot lists” of relevant phone numbers. Today’s guests may be
tomorrow’s sources. Ask them to call you when things are happening.
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> Get a life. There really is more to life than news, weather, and sports.
Explore a broad spectrum of interests. Become a dabbler who knows
a little about a lot of things. Be as worldly as your guests and listen-
ers!

> People want more than just the facts—they want to understand why
something is happening.

There is also a basic philosophy behind choosing air talent who can spot a
good topic. Alan Eisenson, with whom I have
worked over the years, is the program director
of WEVD talk radio in New York. At his last
position as program director of KXNT in Las
Vegas, we took a virtually nonexistent radio sta-
tion and, through airchecking, created a winner.

Alan says “Topic selection is the issue a host
chooses to talk about during the show. Content
execution 1s how that host takes the issue and
makes it into a talkable topic.” Alan on choos-
ing tOpiCSZ Alan Eisenson

Topic Selection

The deepest I ever get into content is when I think a host is doing
the same topic too often or if I think a host has missed a major top-
of-mind issue. Beyond that, I stay out of it. [ have found it can
harm true talent if you “micro-manage” them. (Of course, I sug-
gest topics all the time, but they are only suggestions.)
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When you first hire a talk talent, you should set the overall criteria
for content on your radio station. My criteria is that the shows
should hold up a mirror and reflect life.

Keeping the target demo in mind, topics should include a wide
range of issues. News and politics (local, national, and interna-
tional), should be there, also general life, pop culture, relationship
issues, sports, etc. Hosts should also be able to cull material and
stories from their personal lives and translate them into relatable
talk shows. Self-disclosure is very important. Anything that af-
fects your life should be covered on your talk show.

Do Not Stifle the Creative Process

My approach to content is that it is not the program director’s role
to take authority over topics. I never mandate a topic, and I never
veto a topic. It is vitally important that the content of a show be
solely up to the talk-show host. The host is the one who has to
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