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Preface

Broadcast journalism’s unique style continues to evolve after more than
75 years of radio news and a half century of television news. Even as the
profession matures, each generation must challenge the reporting practices
and philosophies that formed the holy grail of its predecessors. Otherwise,
broadcast media would become irrelevant in the face of forces such as audi-
ence fragmentation, lifestyle changes, new forms of media, and ever more
intense competition for audience share in a world filled with information
choices.

This book therefore concentrates on the strengths every journalist
needs to survive in a changing job market: strong writing, powerful report-
ing methods, and compelling storytelling. Whether you enter radio or tele-
vision such abilities will help you compete for your first job and serve you
well throughout your career. They are just as valid, and will be just as
essential, whether you work in commercial broadcasting, or for a corpora-
tion, government, or any of the new media.

You will discover many exercises and assignments to help you apply
the concepts in each chapter. The exercises are for in-class use. The assign-
ments offer broadcast-related experiences outside the classroom. Finally,
you will find in the appendix important journalistic ethical guidelines.

This edition features the addition of a third author, Dr. Jim Redmond.
He has more than 22 years experience in broadcast news, with 18 years of
television reporting and anchoring experience in top 25 markets, including
Denver and Portland. We are grateful for his many contributions to this
fifth edition of the book.

Although we cannot list all who contributed, we are especially grateful
for the contributions of KCNC-TV, KUSA-TV, KMGH-TV and KHOW-
AM in Denver; WHBQ-TV, WPTY-TV and WUMR-FM in Memphis; for-
mer CBS news correspondent Charles Kuralt; NBC news correspondent
John Larson; Seattle TV reporter and weatherman Nick Walker; Denver
radio and television news personalities Don Kinney, Roger Ogden and Bob
Palmer. John Walsh, former Colorado State University professor, deserves
special recognition for his contributions to the chapter on radio news. Dr.
Elinor Grusin, professor at the University of Memphis, and Laurie Latti-
more, University of Alabama, deserve special commendation for their con-
tributions to the legal chapter. Special thanks go to photojournalists Mike
Murray, Kenn Bisio and Eric Bakke for many of the photographs we have
used. Finally, a major thanks goes to the many colleagues and former
students who have contributed in numerous ways to the evolution of this
book during the last two decades.
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2 The Broadcast News Process PART ONE

ood writing is the foundation for all successful broadcast journalists. The major emphasis

of this text, therefore, is on writing. You must learn to write, rewrite, and write again until

your stories are polished and ready for broadcast. It has been said, after all, that good
writing is rewriting what you have rewritten,

Part One covers the basics of broadcast news writing. Chapter 1 provides the stylistic char-
acteristics of broadcast news writing, emphasizing the importance of word usage and grammar.
In Chapter 2 you will learn how to script visuals for television news, which includes important
technical information for the control room crew as well as the anchor copy read on the air.
Chapter 3 develops the foundation for writing the news story by examining the elements of news,
different types of news leads, and story organization. In Chapter 4 we discuss the value judgments
necessary for news selection. Chapter 5 emphasizes features, an increasingly important aspect of
broadcast news. In that chapter an interview with John Larson, an Emmy-winning network
correspondent, gives tips on writing features for broadcast.

We can’t emphasize enough the importance of professional writing skills. If you want to be a
successful broadcast journalist, you have to write well.

g
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Broadcast writers must cover the news of the world in fewer words than
appear on a single page of many newspapers. Newspaper readers-can
scan an article over and over. On radio and TV, they will hear it only
once.

Bob Palmer, Denver Television Anchorman

Writing for Broadcast

he challenge to broadcast writers is to motivate a half-interested person to become vi-
tally interested in the news. Imagine hearing the following story leads in tonight’s
news:

B [t was like an old plot from Star Trek . . .

I Fveryone knows how dry it’s been in recent months, but few city residents knew how
serious the drought had become until late this afternoon.

B Most of us would like to live to be 100, and today American scientists are saying it’s
possible.

If you’re even a little interested in news — and most people are — this sort of writing helps spur
even more interest. With such writing you can gather and hold an audience, although not all
stories are suited to this treatment. Broadcast journalism demands complex writing skills because
you must take a day’s events, compress them into a few minutes, yet communicate the significant
and interesting aspects of what has happened that day. You must learn how to communicate the
essence of stories in little time in a way that is accurate, succinct, interesting and full of imagery
— and all this to an audience that will have only one chance to hear, understand, and retain what
you have said. Few writers without well developed skills are up to the task.

DI CES BETWEEN PRINT
A ROADCAST JOURNALISM

When you write for newspapers, you are producing information that will be taken in through the
eye. Newspaper readers never hear what you are trying to say; they only see your work. A simple
experiment offers dramatic proof of the difference between writing for print and broadcast: Find
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a copy of any newspaper, and read one article into a cassette recorder. Now play back the record-
ing. It probably sounds ponderous and artificial. That’s because what you read into the recorder
is the written word spoken aloud, not the way people talk. Newspaper writing as we know it is
still evolving after 200 years, and it hasn’t come close to meeting the demands for hear copy that
broadcast journalism makes.

When you write for broadcast, you are taught to write the way you talk, although obviously
more formal and precise than in everyday conversation. Radio and television are good friends to
most people. We often turn on the set to hear a friendly voice tell us what’s happening in the
world. If the voice talks like a newspaper, we probably won’t listen long. Yet writers sometimes
overlook the maxim that voices on the air must read words intended to be heard — more formal,
obviously, than most routine conversation between friends but much less formal and stilted than
copy for print journalism.

Broadcast stories must therefore be clear, concise and economical. Listeners and viewers don’t
get a chance to replay a broadcast story if it is unclear. In a five-minute radio newscast you must
subtract a minute for the commercial and 30 seconds or more for the intro, weather report, and
close, so you’re left with only about three and one-half minutes in which to cram the news of the
day. Even in a half-hour television newscast — after subtracting four commercial breaks of two
minutes each, a show open and close, some “chat” time for the news anchors to toss to sports and
weather, as well as the scripted sports and weather segments — only eleven to 13 minutes of
actual news content time may remain.

HOW !E EAR WORKS

The ear has less patience than the eye. It gets upset when you drone on and on with a story or
when you hurl fistfuls of detail at it. Newspapers are full of facts, numbers and figures.

A federal survey shows that the number of meals served in public schools has dropped
18 percent in the last 18 months as more families send sack lunches to school with their
children. The decline in number of full-price lunches has averaged nearly 12 percent,
according to the survey, and the decline in number of reduced-fare lunches has averaged
27 percent. Officials attribute the fall-off in total number of lunches served fo a 25 percent
increase in the cost of full-price lunches, which have been raised from $1.60 to $2.00,
and to a 140 percent increase in the cost of reduced price lunches, which have jumped
from 40 cents to 95 cents in the last 18 months. All increases are atiributed to cutbacks
in federal subsidies for school lunches.

Look closely at the story in the above example. What does it really say? Could you under-
stand the story without studying it? Broadcast writing will not tolerate such abstraction. Radio
and television intentionally avoid such detail and opt instead to deliver more generalized impres-
sions. Compare the same story for broadcast:

A federal survey shows that parents are fighting cutbacks in government lunch subsidies

with the brown bag. Over the past year and a half, sack lunches have replaced nearly

one hot school lunch in five. The cutbacks have hit low-income families the hardest.

~ Notionally, reduced-price lunches average 95 cents. That's nearly 140 percent more than

- ayear and a half ago. Full price lunches are about two dollars, or 25 percent more than
- ayearand a half ago.
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As another example, a newspaper story might report that public school teachers can earn an
average annual salary of $40,000, while parochial teachers earn an average of $20,000 per year.
The story also might report that the average yearly cost to educate a child in public schools is
$3,000, while the same average annual cost in parochial schools is $1,800. Now try writing a
simple broadcast story using the above facts:

The cost of education keeps climbing, but parochial schools seem |
Figures released today show public school teachers in this area earn
dollars. That compares with parochial salaries around half that —
dollars o year. Officials say it cost about three thousand dollars
public schools this year . . . and about 18 hundred dollars a year in

Notice that you have still used figures, but you have not crammed them into two sentences.
You also have given your audience reference points by saying that parochial salaries are about half
the salaries in public schools, while the per-child cost of education is much higher in public
schools.

NUMBERS

Simply stated, the most effective rule for handling numbers in broadcast copy is the following;:

1. Spell out numbers one to eleven.
Use numerals for numbers 12-999.

Use the words for thousands, millions, billions, and trillions.

S R

Whenever possible, round off without distorting the meaning, unless the exact number is
significant.

” ”»

5. Spell out things like “dollars,” “cents,” and “percent,” where the symbol normally used
might be hard for the newscaster to read.

The larger the numbers become, the more abstract they loom to your audience. Some writers
throw around the word billions almost as callously as some public servants. Try to imagine a
billion of anything. Imagine your audience trying to make sense of a story that talks about a $24
billion increase in defense spending. Your calculator will show that $24 billion is a yearly expen-
diture of close to $800 per second, $2,880,000 per hour, and nearly $70 million a day.

Somewhere within the story you can help the audience make sense of these figures by relating
them with an eye toward understanding. Help your audience make similar sense of figures by
telling them that the new supersonic transport is the length of two football fields, instead of 200
yards or 600 feet long. The broadcast media tend to be poor at abstraction, so vivid writing and
imagery can be substituted. Your writing will be more interesting and easier to understand.

Similarly, as you write for broadcast, for every unneeded word you lose, you gain time and
clarity. Every word you eliminate without losing essential meaning saves a second or two that you
can give to some other story. Every unneeded word is one fewer element to muddle your story’s
meaning. In-sum, then, write lean, be brief, and choose powerful words that telegraph your
message without getting bogged down in rhetoric,
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TO AN AUDIENCE

Writing is both art and craft, but always it is an act of communication that requires not only a
message but also someone to hear it. You must have something to say to someone else, and who
that someone else happens to be (your audience) helps determine how you tell (your style) what
you have to say (your message). To these considerations of audience, style, and message, you
should add a fourth element, purpose, to your consciousness as a writer. Purpose answers the
questions of why you are writing the story, why it is important, to whom it is important, and how
your story will affect those who hear it. Keeping in mind these four essentials — audience, style,
message, and purpose — will immediately make you a more competent writer.

Who is your audience? If you work in radio, your audience at 7 a.m. might be made up of
sleepy-heads at the breakfast table or commuters fighting early morning traffic. Your audience
might be a grandfather just waking up to your newscast or a trucker hurrying down an interstate
freeway. Whatever the hour of the day, your audience is not a faceless mass. Your audience is a
single human being much like yourself. This is the single human being to whom you must write.
Writing to the mass audience, the faceless crowd, requires little commitment to communicate what
others need and want to hear. Much better is to imagine your audience as a single person who
quite often is beset by distractions that lure her from your message, whether the distraction is a
crying baby, a stoplight, the doorbell, or an article in the newspaper that just caught her eye.

When you are doing morning drive-time radio news, you are, in effect, a passenger in a
vehicle on its way to work, having a chat with the driver about the day’s events. It’s a close, per-
sonal, one-on-one conversation. The same is true with television. The late night newscast often is
delivered to people sitting alone or in groups of two or three at the end of the day, or to people
in bed watching the news before they go to sleep. Electronic news is not delivered to an audience
in a stadium but, rather, individually situated people with whom you are having = ‘one-way
conversation of sorts. It’s close and personal, not distant and aloof. You are not announcing to
them. You are sitting there in the car, or in their home, having a friendly chat.

A station has a target audience, a primary bloc of listeners or viewers with certain characteristics
of age, economics, or lifestyle that give it a somewhat common identity. The station offers pro-
gramming calculated specifically to attract that audience. The target audience of an easy-listening
format FM radio station, for example, might be affluent “oldsters” prone to travel, investment,
and involvement in community cultural affairs. A heavy metal station, on the other hand, might
cater to a target audience of younger listeners between ages 18 and 30. Other stations may
program primarily to reach African-American, Hispanics, or other minority audiences, or a
“middle-of-the-road” audience of the primary buyers in our society between the ages of 18 and
49. These audiences have different backgrounds, needs, and interests, and your writing can take
these factors into account.

As a listener or viewer, you sometimes can determine a station’s target audience by assessing
the nature of its commercials. When one football personality had his own sportscast on a Kansas
City, Missouri, station, he pulled a high percentage of women viewers. Station ratings reflected a
“bulge” in the number of women viewers during the 10 o’clock news when he began his sports
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show. Subsequently the nature and choice of some stories within the sportscast were altered to
reflect women’s interests (more women’s tennis, for example). The increasing number of women
in the audience was indicated by the growing number of commercials for women’s products. Con-
versely, in radio, commercials for backpacks, bicycles, stereos, and similar products may indicate
that the station is reaching an intended target audience of young adults.

With your audience defined, you can begin to write in a meaningful way to all those single
human beings out there who are trying to listen. The story you write is your message. The way
you tell it is your style. Some stories will be humorous; others will be deadly serious. Some will
entertain; others will inform. The nature of the story, its essence, will determine your style and
how you treat the story.

ACCU

An essential quality of fair reporting is accuracy. No station can maintain an image of journalistic
integrity if news reports are consistently inaccurate. Missed facts, mispronunciations, distortions
of emphasis — all damage your credibility. Inadequacies, half-truths, and inconsistencies raise
questions in listeners’ and viewers’ minds about the possibility of biased reporting. Journalism has
come under attack for fair reporting. Even when your accuracy and fairness are above reproach,
some in your audience will castigate you for reporting what happened and others will chastise you
for not reporting what happened.

Given the nature of journalism, all this is to be expected. Anyone in the news, whether public
official or labor union leader, wants to be shown in a favorable light. Accurate reporting demands
that you show people as they are, whether good or bad, and “let the chips fall where they may.”
Your role as journalist never is to tell people what they would like to hear. Your job is to tell the
story as accurately as you can, even when the facts are unpleasant.

Accuracy is demanded of you in many ways. In even the simplest stories you will have to
check and re-check the smallest details and verify that names, ages, and addresses are complete
and accurate. You will have to determine whether streets and rivers run in the directions that wire
services and fellow writers claim. You will have to ascertain whether your use of statistics is fair
or misleading. You will have to find out whether “yesterday” in Paris is still “today” in the United
States. If you are diligent in your commitment to honest, accurate reporting, your audience will
trust you, and will seek out your station as a professional information source. On a more personal
level, inaccuracy is one way to lose your job or subject yourself and your station to costly
lawsuits.

As a journalist, you should not take responsibility for predicting the future or vouch for the accu-
racy of statements you cannot substantiate. Statements don’t have to be attributed unless you have
a reason, and usually less frequently than in print journalism. Too much attribution interrupts
continuity and makes the story more confusing. Some statements, however, must be attributed:

1. Sodium phenobarbital injections provide a more humane way than compression chambers
to dispose of pets.
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2. Abortion is a return to primitive, barbaric values.
3. Continued imports of foreign oil will drive America bankrupt.
4. Less demand for gasoline will cause many independent retailers to go out of business.

5. Carlson will withdraw as the nominee for highway director.

Looking again at the statements above, you can easily identify their controversial nature. As
a journalist, why should you assume responsibility for reporting this type of information as fact?
Example 1 calls for attribution to an expert, someone with the qualifications to state as fact that
sodium phenobarbital injections are more humane than other pet disposal methods. Statement 2
is an emotion-laden value judgment; either you must attribute the statement to a source or label
your story as personal comment or an editorial. Statement 3 places you in the position of crystal-
gazer unless you attribute. Who says foreign oil imports will drive America bankrupt? Tell your
audience who made the statement, then let the audience judge for itself the accuracy of the state-
ment and the integrity of the source. Statement 4 begs attribution in a similar way. Did an inde-
pendent gasoline retailer make the statement, or an economist or a politician? Statement 5 fails to
include the source. Only Mr. Carlson could decide to withdraw his name from nomination, so the
audience should know the source of the story. In many cases though, attribution is unnecessary, a
situation that is most common when the source is obvious or obviously can be trusted.

Poor: According to Barbara Davidson, technical assistant for the Houston District Court,
Judge Conrad Hill has deferred sentencing in the case until December |5th.

e 35 3 Better: Sentencing has been deferred until mid-December.

Equally futile is to attribute sources that can be summarized in fewer words:

Marvin Atkins, acting assistant director of investigations for the St. Louis metropolitan
strike force, said arresting officers took five suspected drug dealers into custody in the
raid, including the 15-year-old daughter of a prominent St. Louis family.

Change to:

Police say they arrested five suspected drug dealers, among them the 15-year-old daugh-
ter of a prominent St. Louis family.

Although newspapers often delay attribution until the end of the sentence, broadcast stories
usually sound more natural if you name the source at the beginning of the sentence.

Newspaper style affribution: The Fort Worth area can expect an unusually chilly month,
according fo the National Weather Service.

Broadcast attribution: The National Weather Service predicts an unusually chilly month in
the Fort Worth area.

In broadcast attribution, as with all broadcast writing, sound, clarity, and brevity are all
important. Says is a helpful word. The examples of attribution, above, use the word “say” or
“says” frequently. Says is a clean, simple substitute for the more pontifical stated, asserted,
according to that appear often in newspaper writing. Says also is a clean way to reduce sentence
length, as the following examples demonstrate. In each example the word says substitutes nicely
for the italicized words.
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Johnson further charged that the city will experience a decline in property tax revenue.
Change to:

Johnson says the city can expect a decline in property tax revenue.

and

He stated that new laws are needed to provide authority to close down pornography
shops.

Change to:

He says new laws are needed to close down pornography shops.

Or consider this problem and how it would sound in a news broadcast:

“I'm proud | was able to sail the Atlantic by myself, but now I'm just glad the voyage has
come fo an end.”

This wording might lead to confusion about who said what — the person in the news or the
person reporting the news. An indirect quote here could ease you out of potentially confused
reporting:

He says he’s proud he managed to sail the Atlantic alone, but he’s glad the voyage is
over.

Quo e Source

The problem with quotation marks in broadcast copy is that no one can hear them. No one in
your audience ever sees broadcast copy. The challenge is to find acceptable ways of quoting news
sources, whether directly or indirectly. Early broadcasters often tacked on the awkward “quote”
just before reading the direct quote and finishing with an equally awkward “unquote” after read-
ing the direct quotation. More acceptable and natural sounding are phrases such as:

Councilman lee attacked the proposed power plant, calling it, in his words, “a public
health nuisance and a waste of tax dollars.”

Opting for the indirect quote in this example, you could say:

Councilman Lee says the proposed power plant would be a public health nuisance and a
waste of tax dollars.

Use the direcr quote if it adds emphasis or additional impact to your story, but use it sparingly and
with discretion. Most often you can substitute attribution, naming the source at the beginning of
the sentence that contains the quotation:

The President says . . . and these are his words . . . “No person shall go hungry in
America.”
General Electric calls the new silicone chips a “revolutionary discovery.”

German newspapers are asking for the execution of what they call “Israeli sympathizers.”
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bution Words

Al

When you write any story that requires attribution, you may be tempted to try word substitutes
for the familiar “said,” as used in the following example:

=

In this example, “said” is a neutral verb. It places no value of any kind upon the statement that
follows. Equally neutral are the words “told” and “reported,” which simply relate an act of com-
munication without imposing any value on the statement communicated:

new vaccine may cause cancer.
‘vaccine may cause cancer.

Beyond this point, attribution words begin to impose an editorial flavor to your writing
because they tend to change the story’s meaning. Words that change the meaning include:

asserted added disclosed
warned pointed out stated
declared vowed promised
continued

The subtle changes in meaning become apparent when you substitute these words for the more
neutral “said,” “told,” or “reported.”

WARNED

VOWED
STATED
DOCTORS ASSERTED
POINTED OUT
DISCLOSED
PROMISED

THE NEW VACCINE MAY CAUSE CANCER.

In this example, asserted sounds as if the writer is challenging the doctors’ statement. Warned is
an acceptable word for attribution, but declared sounds pompous. Added indicates that the pos-
sibility of cancer was given almost as an afterthought. Vowed is too strong; it implies a pompos-
ity beyond the doctor’s original intent. Stated is stiff and formal. Pointed out makes the statement
sound as if it is secondary or peripheral. Disclosed makes the statement sound as if the doctors
had exclusive information just now being made public. Promised sounds more dire than the doc-
tors may have intended the statement to be. Each word imparts a slightly different meaning to the
information.
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N . Ages, and Titles

Just as you treat attribution differently for broadcast, so must you treat names, ages, and titles
differently. The best advice in this regard is to write so there is little chance your audience will
misunderstand. As a general rule, names are delayed in broadcast stories until you have prepared
your listeners to be on the alert for the names. With some exceptions, titles and ages generally are
placed before names, again so your stories sound more natural and more conversational. Imagine
how sticky and meaningless the following story would sound on the air:

Surgeon General William H. Shearer
chairman of the U-S Pharmaceutical ¢
64, president of the National Educa
Anti-Smoking Campaign. The appointment

You can improve meaning dramatically by delaying names, ages, and titles until the ear is ready
for them:

The Surgeon General’s office has wnkﬂg" il
Smoking Campaign. LS 53

In the lead you have announced that someone has been appointed to fill a position. If audience
members are interested in this story, they are alerted to hear the name you now can give them:

The new man is 45-yearold Charles Mal aff ,

In this identification of the name, Mahaffey’s age comes before his name. This treatment sounds
more conversational than “Charles Mahaffey, 45, is Chairman of U-S Pharmaceutical Corpora-
tion.” An exception to the general rule of placing titles before the name is given in this example.
You could write just as easily, however:

The Surgeon General’s office has ap
pcngn He is 45-year-old Chcrles Q

The Surgeon General’s office has
Smoking Campaign. Named to he

These stories drop all reference to Surgeon General William H. Shearer and his middle initial.
Attribution is not essential and only adds to the story’s complexity. The ages of the men involved
are optional; they can be added or deleted at your discretion.

World Radio History
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Consider another example in the treatment of names and ages:

20 at thsnnf VO"GY Memorial

Reading this example on radio or television is dangerous because it dumps unknown names
on the audience before the audience is prepared to hear them. A better approach to the story for
broadcast is:

are identified as 29-year-old Mark
are hospitalized in satisfactory

This approach alerts your listeners that two people from their community were injured. If they are
interested in the names, they now are prepared to hear this information. The ear is prepared a sec-
ond time for the identities by the “cushion” phrase “They are identified as . . .” This treatment
sets up the ear twice and makes names and ages easier to catch. Middle initials are unnecessary,
so they are omitted.

Exceptions to the rule of delaying names in the news are when the names are well known.
No one is likely to miss or misunderstand the President’s name or that of a well-known politician,
athlete, or Hollywood celebrity. In these cases, beginning the story with the name is acceptable —
and sometimes preferable — because the well-known name helps capture a listener’s attention.
When writing for broadcast, titles usually go ahead of the name. The exception occurs when long
or unusually cumbersome titles are involved. Imagine trying to say on the air:

irman Doctor George Frison today
ground long hidden from modern-day
s north of Laramie, Wycming, on a ranch.

Such a long title would confuse your audience. One of the following examples would be
much better:

ment chairman ot the University of

or

y at the University of Wyoming . . .

You still would not start the story with Doctor Frison’s name, though. He is not the news,
nor is his announcement of the anthropological discovery. The real news is the discovery itself and
Doctor Frison’s name is peripheral to the substance of the story. Granted, the implications of his
expert title lend credibility to the story, but this expertise does not alter the substance or nature of
the event. The story for broadcast might be:

Indian burial ground about ten miles north of
s made by Doctor George Frison, the head of

An example of broadcast news attribution is given in Figure 1-1.

World Radio Histo
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VIDEO AUDIO
Midday report

AB (Anchor initials) (AB)

Some local hedlth officials think the federal
government has exaggerated its warnings about
smoking Mexican marijuana tainted with a deadly
herbicide. But city health officials say they doubt
even heavy use of the marijuanc in question would
pose a serious health hazard.

Local toxicologist Dr. Daniel Rosenbaum calls
the recent publicity . . . “An hysterical reaction to

a relatively insignificant problem.”

Example of broadcast news attribution.

v SE

Newspapers traditionally report the news in past tense, using words like said, reported, occurred,
burned, announced, and injured. Broadcast news, however, is “now.” Your stories will sound old
and out of date if you dwell too often in the past tense. News sounds more current and dynamic
if you report in the present tense:

Police say two persons are being questioned.
The White House tonight reports new development:
Firemen are battling a two-alarm fire that broke out hb onight

Let’s look at some other examples:

Present tense: Striking coal workers hope a setl

Past perfect tense: Striking coal workers were rep
reached tomght (Is there a chance they are I

The shift in tense changes the meaning of the story subtly and, as you shift from present to
past tense, the immediacy of the story is lost. The sentence written in past tense sounds somewhat
negative about hopes for a settlement. Present tense offers the broadcast writer an additional ben-
efit: It helps keep sentences shorter. Sometimes, however, present tense sounds awkward and arti-
ficial. If it does, switch to past tense or past perfect tense.
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A ERSUS PASSIVE VOICE

Excessive use of the passive voice in broadcast writing often is a sign of lazy thinking. Active
voice, by contrast, results in more understandable copy, shorter sentences, and dynamic expres-
sion. If the subject of the verb receives the action, the verb is in the passive voice:

Although active voice generally is more lively, specific and concise, passive voice is useful to place
emphasis on the object of the action. In the passive voice example, emphasis is placed on the
burglar (the object of the action). In the active voice example, emphasis is placed on the police (the
doer of the action).

P C PRONUNCIATION

The news is loaded with “tongue-tanglers,” those innocent and sometimes not-so-innocent look-
ing words that reflect unusual or difficult pronunciations. Any newscaster who comes upon these
difficult words on the air without warning can hesitate, stumble, or massacre the word. To avoid
this, spell the word phonetically and put it in parentheses beside the offending word. Hyphenate
between syllables, and use capital letters to indicate where the stress belongs.

Memorial Day weekend near Saguache (Suh-

M’W along fributaries flowing into the

Audiences harbor strong feelings about correct pronunciation. The venerable Walter Cronkite
became the subject of national debate in Ann Landers’ advice column for pronouncing FEB-roo-
air-ee (February) FEB-yoo-wary. Other readers took news commentator Paul Harvey to task for
calling IlI-ih-NOY (Illinois) IlI-ih-NOISE, and berated NBC’s David Brinkley for saying ZOO-
ology instead of ZOE-ology and HIGH-ness instead of HAY-ness for “heinous.” Other readers
were reminded of former President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s saying NU-cue-lar instead of NU-clee-
ar (nuclear), and of President John Kennedy’s calling Africa, Cuba, and Alaska, respectively AF-ri-
ker, CUE-ber and a-L.AS-ker.

P C SPELLING GUIDE

The following guide to phonetic spelling is used by United Press International.
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A Use AY for long A as in mate.
Use A for short A as in cat.
Use Al for nasal A as in air.
Use AH for short A as in fatber.
Use AW for broad A as in talk.

E  Use EE for long E as in meet.
Use EH for short E as in get.
Use UH for hollow E as in the or le (French prefix).
Use AY for French long E with accent as in Pathe.
Use IH for E as in pretty.
Use EW for EW as in few.

I  Use EYE for long I as in time.
Use EE for French long I as in machine.
Use IH for short I as in pity.

O Use OH for long O as in note, or ough as in though.
Use AH for short O as in bot.
Use AW for broad O as in fought.
Use OO for O as in fool, or ough as in through.
Use U for O as in foot.
Use UH for OUGH as in rrough.
Use OW for O as in how, or ough as in plough.

U Use EW for long U as in mule.
Use OO for long U as in rule.
Use U for middle U as in put.
Use UH for short U as in shut or hurt.

Use K for hard C as in cat.

Use S for soft C as in cease.

Use SH for soft CH as in machine.

Use CH for hard CH or TCH as in catch.
Use Z for hard S as in disease.

Use S for soft S as in sun.

Use G for hard G as in gang.

Use ] for soft G as in general.

Phonetic pronunciation helps the newscast flow smoothly and prevents the sudden loss of
credibility that occurs when a newscaster muffs a word audience members either are familiar with
or have heard pronounced correctly on competing stations. Almost all states have unusual
spellings and pronunciations that confuse new employees, and foreign names crop up continually
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in the news to present new pronunciation problems. The news services provide a list of phonetic
pronunciations each day for foreign names and places in the news, and most state broadcast
organizations provide regional pronunciation guides.

TIME HERENCES

Unlike newspaper readers, broadcast audiences cannot re-read the story or seek clarification if at
first they do not understand a fact or figure. For this reason, broadcast writers use a slightly dif-
ferent style when referring to the time of day or week. The writer for print might say, “The meet-
ing begins Thursday at 8 p.m.” Knowing the broadcast audience will hear the information only
once, the broadcast writer would strive for immediate clarity with a sentence to the effect, “The
meeting begins tomorrow evening at eight o’clock.” References to days of the week are obscure
and should be replaced whenever possible with phrases such as “day after tomorrow” and “one
week from tomorrow.”

Time reference in newspaper copy: The next liftoff is scheduled for 5:33 a.m., (EDT),
March 16.

The same time reference in broadcast copy: The next liftoff will be a week from tomorrow
at 5:30 in the morning, Eastern Daylight Time.

Whenever the broadcast writer must make reference to time or to days of the week, instant
understanding is the immediate goal. The concern for audience understanding is the primary influ-
ence on writing style.

Broadcast copy usually flows better and sounds smoother if time references in a sentence are
placed near the main verb. Reading the following examples aloud, notice the effect that time ref-
erence placement has on the sound and rhythm of your copy:

(verb) (time reference)
The body was found in a ravine near Pueblo last month.

(verb) (time reference)
The body was found last month in a ravine near Pueblo.

(verb) (time reference)

Another officer was killed in a similar accident about a year ago.

(verb)  (time reference)

Another officer was killed about a year ago in a similar accident.

(verb) (fime reference)

The fire broke out at 11th and Central late this afternoon.

(verb)  (time reference)

The fire broke out late this afternoon at 11th and Central.

Achieving a polished sound in your copy sometimes demands that you ignore the rule and place
time references elsewhere within some of the sentences you are writing. You seldom will go wrong
if you listen to the sound of your copy.
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Newswriters draw from a full, varied vocabulary, rich in specific words that convey exact mean-
ing and connotation. The writers understand differences in words for specific situations. For
example, the word “government” is more neutral than the word “regime.” If a word has more
than one meaning, it is used in the correct context to avoid confusion. The audience must be
considered when examining word usage in the news story. Obviously the New York NBC radio
audience is different from that of the locally owned El Paso, Texas, station. The two audiences
have different backgrounds and interests, and the language used in each location must be tailored
to that audience. Generally, the simple word is preferable to the complex, the concrete to the
abstract, and the active to the passive voice. Slang, foreign . words, highly technical words or
phrases, and clichés should be avoided. The following list of words and phrases indicates word
usage preferred by journalists.

1. ACCEPT, EXCEPT: ACCEPT means “to receive.” EXCEPT as a verb means “to
exclude,” and as a preposition means “with the exception of.”

2. AFFECT, EFFECT: AFFECT usually is the verb; EFFECT is the noun (“The drought will
affect farmers. The effect will be higher food prices.”) EFFECT may be a verb, however,
when it means “to bring about” (“The change can be effected only by litigation™).

3. AFTERWARD, AFTERWARDS: Use AFTERWARD rather than AFTERWARDS. The
same rule applies to TOWARD.

4. AGREE TO, AGREE WITH: You AGREE TO a proposed action, and you AGREE
WITH someone.

5. AGGREGATE: Do not use when you mean “total.” It means “a group of distinct things
gathered together.”

6. ALLUDE, ELUDE: You ALLUDE to a movie (mention indirectly), and you ELUDE a
tackler (escape).

7. AMONG, BETWEEN: Use AMONG when referring to more than two. Use BETWEEN
with reference to two only.

8. ANNUAL: The first time cannot be ANNUAL. A tradition must be established.

9. AVERSE, ADVERSE: AVERSE is the verb meaning “oppose” (you are AVERSE to it).
ADVERSE is the adjective meaning “bad” (ADVERSE weather).

10. BESIDES, BESIDE: BESIDE means “at the side of.” BESIDES means “in addition to.”
11. BLOCK, BLOC: BLOC is a coalition or group with the same goal.

12. COMPOSE, COMPRISE: You COMPOSE things by putting them together. Once they
are together, the object COMPRISES or includes various parts.

13. CONSENSUS: CONSENSUS means “general agreement.” Therefore, to say “CON-
SENSUS of opinion” is redundant.

14. COUNCIL, COUNSEL: COUNCIL means “an assembly.” COUNSEL means “to give

advice.”

15. COUPLE OF: The OF is necessary. Don’t say “in a couple minutes.”
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16.

17.

18.
19.

20.
21.

22.
23.

24.

25.
26.

27.
28.

29.

30.
31.
32.
33.

34.

35.

36.

DEMOLISH, DESTROY: Both words mean “to do away with completely.” Therefore,
“partially DESTROYED?” and “totally DEMOLISHED” are incorrect.

DIE OF: One DIES OF an illness, not from it. Also, a person DIES after an operation,
not from or as a result of, or following, an operation.

DIFFERENT FROM: Things are DIFFERENT FROM each other, not different than.

DROWN: “Someone was DROWNED” is incorrect unless the victim’s head was held
under. Say, “John Jones DROWNED last night,” not “John Jones was DROWNED.”

DUE TO, OWING TO, BECAUSE OF: BECAUSE OF is preferable.

ECOLOGY, ENVIRONMENT: ECOLOGY is the study of the relationship between
organisms and ENVIRONMENT.

EITHER: EITHER means one or the other, not both.

FARTHER, FURTHER: FARTHER applies to distance. FURTHER means “in addition
to.”

FIRST, FIRST EVER: The word FIRST is finite in definition. If something is the FIRST,
it never has been before. FIRST EVER has come into common use, particularly among
sports announcers attempting to make some new milestone sound greater than simply
the FIRST time it was accomplished. “First ever” is redundant.

FLIERS, FLYERS: Pilots and handbills are both fliers. “Flyers” is a misspelling.

FLOUT, FLAUNT: FLOUT means “to mock” or “to show disdain.” FLAUNT means
“to display showingly.”

FUNERAL SERVICE. A FUNERAL is a service. Leave out “service.”

HEAD UP. Leave off “up.” People HEAD committees; they do not HEAD UP com-
mittees. Likewise, people make rules; they don’t make them up.

HEALTHFUL, HEALTHY: HEALTHFUL means “to cause health.” HEALTHY means
“possessing health.”

IMPLY, INFER: The speaker IMPLIES. The hearer INFERS.
IN ADVANCE OF, PRIOR TO, BEFORE: Use BEFORE; it’s more natural.
IT°S ITS: IT’S is the contraction for “it is.” ITS is the possessive pronoun.

LEAVE, LET: LEAVE alone means “depart from” or “to isolate.” LET means “to
permit or allow.”

LESS, FEWER: LESS applies to situations using the singular form. FEWER applies to
the plural (“They have FEWER members now, and the chairman has LESS income.”)

LIKE, AS: The formal writing style uses LIKE to compare pronouns and AS to compare
phrases or clauses containing a verb. LIKE, however, is being used increasingly as a
substitute for “as” or “as if” in informal usage. Thus, because broadcast writing em-
phasizes the informal/conversational style, LIKE is generally preferred.

MEDIA, DATA, ALUMNI: These are plural forms of medium, datum, and alumnus,
respectively.



CHAPTER 1 Writing for Broadcast 21

37. OPINION, ESTIMATION: OPINION is a judgment. ESTIMATION is an evaluation or
a guess.

38. ORAL, VERBAL: ORAL denotes use of the mouth. VERBAL can indicate writing,
although it may apply to spoken words as well.

39. OVER, MORE THAN: OVER refers to the spatial relationships. MORE THAN indi-
cates figures or numbers.

40. PEDDLE, PEDAL: PEDDLE means “selling.” PEDAL designates a form of locomotion.

41. PRINCIPAL, PRINCIPLE: “A rule of truth” is a PRINCIPLE. The “first or dominant
thing” is the PRINCIPAL one. The head of a school is the principal.

42. RELUCTANT, RETICENT. If a person doesn’t want to act, he is RELUCTANT. If a
person doesn’t want to speak, she is RETICENT.

43. ROUT, ROUTE: ROUT (pronounced ROW-t) means to “scoop up,” or is what happens
to an army when it is sent into full-blown retreat or what happens to a football team
that loses 50-0. (The battle was a rout. The game turned into a rout.) ROUTE (pro-
nounced ROOT) is “a road or direction”; also as a verb, “to direct or send something
a certain way” (Dll be traveling on route 95. Will you route this through Omaha?)

44. SINCE, BECAUSE: SINCE is time-related. BECAUSE is action-related.

45. THAT, WHICH: THAT restricts the reader’s thought and directs it in the way you want
it to go. WHICH gives subsidiary information. (The legislature that passed the speeding
law must now rescind it. The legislature, which passed the speeding bill, will take up a
new bill now.)

46. UNDER WAY, UNDERWAY: The latter is not correct, but don’t say something got
UNDER WAY unless it’s a ship. Say it “began” or “started.”

47. UNIQUE: Something that is UNIQUE is one of its kind. It can’t be very, quite, rather,
or somewhat unique.

48. UP. Don’t use UP as a verb.
49. ALL RIGHT, ALRIGHT: The latter is incorrect.
50. WHO’S, WHOSE: WHO?S is a contraction for “who is.” WHOSE is possessive.

G R

A working knowledge of the major grammatical principles is essential. The following list of 10
basic grammatical rules provides a start toward a more detailed knowledge of grammar.
1. Verbs must agree with their subjects in number.

Example: We are; you are; he is; a bloc of voters is; a group of women is.

2. Words intervening between the subject and the verb do not affect the number of the
verb.

Example: Improvements in security measures have increased travel costs.
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3.

When the subject is one of the following words, the verb must be singular: anybody,
each, every, everybody, nobody, either. Neither and none almost always require a singu-
lar verb.

Example: Each of the news services has filed a story.
Neither of the senators plans to attend.

If neither is used to link plural nouns, however, a plural verb is used.

Example: Neither astronauts nor cosmonauts have visited the orbiting space station in
three years.

When the subject is a collective noun, the subject is considered singular or plural
depending on the meaning you wish to convey. If the meaning of the subject is a collec-
tive body, use the singular; if you are thinking of individuals within the collective body,

use the plural.
Example: The governor’s staff is planning a victory celebration.

The governor’s staff are listed individually by position.

Verb tenses should indicate the correct sequence of action; therefore, a verb in a subor-
dinate clause should be consistent with the verb tense in the main clause.

Example: When Governor Johnson finished the speech, he realized he had overlooked
his minority constituency.

Active voice is preferred for most verbs. Passive voice may be used to emphasize the
receiver of an action (such as the injured in a car accident) or to emphasize an indefinite
statement.

Examples: Write, “The plane hit the tower” rather than, “The tower was hit by the
plane.” To emphasize the receiver of the action, however, write “The woman
was injured in the auto crash.”

Modifiers must be located closely enough to the word or phrases they modify for the
reader to be able to distinguish clearly what they modify.

Incorrect example: The president said after the news conference he would return to
Washington.

Correct example:  After the news conference the president announced he would
return to Washington.

Pronouns must refer to their antecedents.

Incorrect example: The senator told the investigator that his statement was incorrect
(whose statement?).

Correct example:  The investigator’s statement was incorrect, the senator told him.

The case of a pronoun must suit the function of the pronoun.

(a) A pronoun used as an object of the preposition must take the objective case.
Example: He came with me (not I).

(b) A pronoun used as an appositive must agree with the word it explains.

Example: Only two reporters, John and I, could go to the speech. (“I” refers to the
subject; therefore, the pronoun must be in the subjective case.)



CHAPTER 1 Writing for Broadcast 23

(c) A pronoun modifying the gerund must take the possessive case.

Example: The station management appreciates your exercising restraint in reporting
sensational news.

10. The elements in a series must be grammatically parallel. Adjectives should be linked
with other adjectives, adverbs with adverbs, infinitives with infinitives, and so forth.

Incorrect example: The North Sea oil companies plan to install new drilling equip-
ment, to hire additional employees, and computerize lab opera-
tions.

Correct example: ~ North Sea oil companies plan to install new drilling equipment, to
hire additional employees and to computerize lab operations. (All
three of the companies’ plans were put in the infinitive form “to”).

C ION

Writing is both art and craft, a discipline requiring many skills to master. Those who write con-
stantly sharpen their skills most rapidly because good writing builds on practice. As you begin to
sharpen your own writing skills, listen to radio and watch television. Decide for yourself what is
good writing and what is not. Learn to discriminate, both in your own work and that of others.
As your confidence builds and your skills increase, so will the quality of your writing.
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Name

Exercise 1-A

Date

Style
1. Using a pen or pencil, correct the following copy as it should appear on a radio-TV script.

Five memn are reported missing a in an avalanc he near Aspen, Colorado.
g oo P
johnson said it would bet he first time in five yeasr such an election hdas been called.

b}

Unionworkers soy they’ll strike if further jab cuts are announced.

ool o}

At issue are recent tax cits for property owners outside city limits.

b d

Daylight Savings time has finally arrived — noon too soon for local schools.

ol

Local savings and loan firms durrently pay 5125 per cent interest on passbook accounts.

2. Rewrite to eliminate passive voice and wordiness.

EXAMPLE: The office was struck by a falling tree.
A falling tree struck the office.

Most workers are affected by the new tax laws.

Thousands of migratory workers are hired by growers each year.

Restrictions on sex and violence in prime time television were thrown out by a federal judge.
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Part of the reason for society’s attitude toward alcoholism was verified last year by university
scientists.

Unless voters come up with an answer, the schools will stay closed.

New budgets for the public schools were turned down four times in a row by area voters.

Officials say most damage was caused by flooding along two minor tributaries.

More than 22 million cattle were believed ready for slaughter this month, according to infor-
mation made public by the National Beef Association today.

Sidewalks, landscaping, five-foot bike lanes separated by a one and one-half foot raised
median, parking and two lanes of traffic are recommended for Peterson Avenue improvements.

The flu is thought by officials at the Disease Control Center to be of the Type-A variety, and
they believe up to ten million Americans could be struck this year by the disease.
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Name

Exercise 1

Date

Writing
. Rewrite the following story to make it conform to broadcast style:

Jonathan Jones, 39, shot and killed his wife Joan, 40, while alone with her in their house
today. Police arrested Jones on second degree murder charges.

2. Rewrite the following sentence in a way that will alert your audience to pay attention for the
names. Include the men’s ages, according to broadcast style, as part of the sentence.

The victims are identified as Joseph Jones, 43, and Samuel Smith, 27, both of Lenexa.

3. Rewrite the following story into a presentation suitable for broadcast. Pay attention to the
need for attribution.

Water quality in the city will be degraded if local industry is allowed to dump waste water,
untreated, into nearby rivers. A group of concerned citizens, at a public hearing on water qual-
ity, made that assertion last night at a County Land Use Commission hearing.

4. Rewrite the following sentence in broadcast style to make it understandable for a broadcast
audience.

Persons seeking information can call 491-6484 Monday through Saturday, eight a.m. to 10:30
p.m. and noon to 10:30 p.m. on Sunday.
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Name

Exercise 1-C

Date

Word Usage

Underline the correct word usage in the capitalized words.
1. The new Arab proposals are UNIQUE/SOMEWHAT UNIQUE to past peace initiatives.

2. Farmers will GO UP/GO to Denver tomorrow in a tractor parade to emphasize their new
demands.

3. New IRS regulations say it is ALL RIGHT/ALRIGHT not to declare your first one-hundred
dollars in interest income.

4. Authorities still haven’t found the man WHOSE/WHO?’S responsible for the slaying that
occurred last night.

5. Imi Singan today FLOUTED/FLAUNTED new atomic weapons before citizens of Shurnga in
a display of power.

6. Correspondent Lamn witnessed George Sming’s FUNERAL/FUNERAL SERVICE and files
this report.

7. Mark Milty volunteered to HEAD UP/HEAD the Republican platform committee, after a
chaotic meeting.

8. College graduates find jobs easier to land BECAUSE/SINCE they’ve attended school.

9. The finance committee is a committee THAT/WHICH legislators find challenging to work on
during legislative meetings.

10. Today’s school board meeting BEGAN/GOT UNDERWAY to the shouts of hecklers.
11. ITSAT’S now time for the five o’clock channel eight news with Buzz Langer and gang.

12. The court ordered police to LET/LEAVE African-American demonstrators alone after three
police-related killings.

13. The new AMC Ute demonstrated LESS/FEWER problems than any other four-wheel drive
vehicle.

14. Stock market trends look LIKE/AS IF the current recession is over.

15. Pastor Paul’s prayer had a calming EFFECT/AFFECT on the audience.
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16. All parties EXCEPT/ACCEPT the Cubans agreed to withdrawal from embattled Zinger.

17. AFTERWARD/AFTERWARDS the new Revised Standard Version Bible translation will be
read to close the worship service.

18. A HEALTHY/HEALTHFUL vacation idea is a fun-filled week in beautiful Arizona, where
the sun shines daily.

19. Congressman Knoll’s speech IMPLIES/INFERS that he opposes abortions, his opponents
claim.

20. Amtrak advises advance reservations PRIOR TO/BEFORE/IN ADVANCE OF departure
time.

21. New employees are DIFFERENT FROM/DIFFERENT THAN their predecessors SINCE/
BECAUSE they don’t drink.

22. Sheriff’s officers say the victim DROWNED /WAS DROWNED accidentally while alone in
the municipal swimming pool.

23. BECAUSE OF/DUE TO/OWING TO the Argentine earthquake, Senator Hill never did travel
there.

24. In a COUPLE/COUPLE OF minutes we’ll have a special report from Washington.

25. New atomic weapons can TOTALLY DEMOLISH/DESTROY mankind, Pentagon officials
claim.

26. Surgeon General William Jaans reports more Americans DIE FROM/DIE OF cancer caused
by cigarettes than from all other illness combined.

27. “It is my OPINION/ESTIMATION that historians will be kinder to Smith than we were.”
28. High school ORAL/VERBAL English scores indicate ignorance of basic English.
29. MORE THAN/OVER fifty percent of all Americans go on vacations each year.

30. Snowmobiles may TOTALLY DEMOLISH/DESTROY the ECOLOGICAL/ENVIRONMEN-
TAL habitat of the wild zulu bird.

31. The new anti-obscenity law won’t allow EITHER FILMS OR MAGAZINES / BOTH FILMS
AND MAGAZINES.

32. Air Force FLYERS/FLIERS are soliciting new enlistments in Nashville.

33. “Babe Ruth did more to FARTHER/FURTHER baseball than almost anyone,” says Baseball
historian Rex Schimpf.
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Name

Exercise 1-C

Date

Word Usage (continued)

34. The FIRST/FIRST ANNUAL energy meet took place in Willoughby Convention Center
today.

35. The drought continues to be AVERSE TO/ADVERSE TO good skiing conditions in the Col-
orado Rockies.

36. One BLOCK/BLOC of farmers claims its strike will stop the flow of fresh produce onto
supermarket shelves.

37. Dorn National Bank plans to build BESIDE/BESIDES the Smith University campus.

38. Opponents claim the new administration will be COMPOSED/COMPRISED of many friends
of President-elect Snucker.

39. The Los Angeles City Council has reached a CONSENSUS/CONSENSUS OF OPINION not
to renew the Raiders football lease.

40. COUNSEL/COUNCIL is available for anyone accused of a misdemeanor, claims New York
District Attorney Jones.

41. New PEDAL/PEDDLE technology will reduce wear and tear on this vital part of a bicycle.
42. The chief PRINCIPAL/PRINCIPLE of Christianity is eternal life.

43. Reporters noted a RETICENCE/RELUCTANCE by President Clasquinn to speak during the
news conference.

44. The AGGREGATE/TOTAL national debt today reached five-billion dollars, according to
Treasury Secretary Sullivan.

45. Bank robbers ELUDED/ALLUDED police after they triggered the vault alarm.

46. Unemployment is highest AMONG/BETWEEN the 20 to 30 age group, the government
reports.

47. New elected officials will include a town mayor, council, and FIRST EVER/FIRST marshal
for the small rural community of three thousand.
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48. The ROUT/ROUTE to be followed is due east, the same direction the Army took after bury-
ing the dead of the worst ROUT/ROUTE of the Indian wars when Custer was annihilated at
the Little Big Horn.

49. The FIRST ANNUAL/FIRST CVU ALUMNUS/ FIRST ALUMNI meeting is scheduled for
tomorrow in Detroit.

50. New government DATA/DATUM show television to be the most-watched MEDIUM/
MEDIA.
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Name

Exercise 1-D

Date

Grammar

Edit the following sentences to conform with Associated Press Radio/TV style. Correct all errors.

1. These advantages, in addition to the clear presentation and simple style, makes this a style-

book you will want for your newsroom.
2. The finest cameras and most skilled videographers are used by this station.

3. When the letter you sent to the Business Office was not forwarded, there was naturally some

confusion between their accounting division and 1.
4. Neither of these possibilities were explained in your query to the station manager.

5. We were pleased to learn that the crowd at your tour were so enthusiastic about the new

control room.
6. If anyone else was on his beat, they would do the same thing.

7. The Videotape editor who had sent three orders and two requests for extra cassettes were vis-

ited by our representative.
8. Beginning her report Monday, she found she would not be through until the following week.

9. The reporter of the story and not the three accountants who supplied the facts and cost esti-

mates believe the charge is necessary.

10. This crusade was conducted to reduce the number of fatal highway accidents at the end of

the year which was successful.
11. Believing the man was innocent, the case was dismissed by the judge.

12. Employing such communication media as newspapers, radio and television, the campaign

platform of the party was presented.
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Name

Date

Pronunciation
Write pronouncers in the right column for the words in the left column. Use phonetic pronuncia-
tion with the combination of words and letter combinations in upper and lower case letters.
Upper case means more emphasis, lower case less emphasis. Try to make the pronouncer actually

sound the way the word(s) should be pronounced with correct emphasis.

Example: Boston = BOSS-tun

Normally typed word Pronouncer

1. Cairo (the Egyptian capitol)

2. Cairo (the town in Illinois)

3. Chicago

4. Boise (capitol of Idaho)

5. Arkansas

6. Oregon

7. Brussels (the city in Belgium)

8. Junta (South American government)

9. Tennessee

10. Pueblo (American Indian dwelling)
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One good word is worth a thousand pictures.
Eric Sevareid

Scripting Visuals

n television news so much complicated information has to pass through so many hands to get

a story on the air properly that formatting of scripts is a key element. In a business governed

by seconds, the control room has little time to figure out what a reporter or producer wants.
The script has to be clear, concise, and correct. Although journalists are accustomed to those
requirements when collecting information and writing a story, they sometimes are not careful
enough about them in the technical side of the script.

A television story is really two stories that come together on the air as one. One is the story
you write in words and the reporter or anchor reads. The other is the story of video and super-
imposed graphics to visualize what is going on. When you bring the visual elements — con-
structed by photographers, editors, technical directors, audio engineers, character generator
operators, and tape room technicians — together with the words of the journalist, you have the
powerful combination known as a TV news story. Done well, the visuals and the written words
reinforce one another and become more than either is separately. Done poorly, the story is
deficient at best. At worst, it blows up on the air, disarming the viewer and embarrassing the news
organization. We’ve all seen weird-looking things on television news. Most of them can be traced
to a seemingly small error in script format that causes a major on-air disaster

In radio, words-only carry the story. In television, pictures carry the story, with words serv-
ing to interpret and explain. So heavy is the visual impact of television that stations commonly
rebate 75 percent of airtime cost if the picture portion of a commercial is lost during broadcast. If
only the sound is lost, the advertiser receives a 25 percent refund. Similarly, in television news,
pictures carry great impact. In the best television news, words support visuals. Most half-hour
television newscasts contain fewer words than appear on the front page of many newspapers.
Visuals and graphics have to deliver a tremendous amount of information. Watch any TV news-
cast with the volume turned down and observe how much information you can translate from
visuals into words. If you were to write down every detail — height, weight, sex, age, facial
features of every person in the news, descriptions of events and activities portrayed on television,
and the information from graphics — your report would swell quickly.

37
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Nevertheless, television without words has limited story-telling ability. Silent pictures seldom
tell you the names of people in the news, what direction streets run, how long police officers have
been on the scene, or the complexities of a legal story; nor can they give you weather forecasts,
sports statistics, or abstract concepts of much substance. Because of such limitations, television
demands two sets of information: a set of words and a set of pictures. Learning how to marry the
two takes skill and time.

TO THE PICTURE

When you write for television, pictures rule much of your script. The length and structure of the
visual story determine how long the script can be, and sometimes in what order your information
is presented. Your copy must flow as usual, because it still will be heard and it must not “fight”
pictures that are on the screen.

Pr e Videotape (VTR)

The process of writing television copy begins with a preview of the videotape before editing, if
possible. The preview helps you in two ways:

1. It alerts you to possible treatments of the news based on the visuals you have to work
with.

2. It lets you know what information you must put in words and which can be carried by
the visuals alone.

Almost always you can glean ideas for the lead and body of your script as you preview the
visuals. Linda Ellerbee, former network news reporter and anchor, said:

y, the usual practice is to write the words, record
ch pictures to them. The pictures are supposed
second . . . At Weekend, the pictures came first.
scer arranged the pieces he chose in the order he
pieces, then the reporter wrote and recorded
> story. It is a better way.
victures makes more sense, because once the [video]
ge it. But it's tougher for a reporter; it makes you work
u write to the pictures and with the pictures, letting the
derstand. This technique works only when the pictures

Too often, when the process is ignored, the newscast has the look of a poorly produced slide
show, with video serving mostly as visual fruit salad to support unrelated words.

W e

If anything, the script writer should underwrite scripts that accompany visuals. Few elements of
the newscast are as distracting as the constant chatter of a newscaster’s voice over powerful,
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dramatic visuals and compelling natural sounds. Pauses become an element of the script: If the
copy has too much detail, the audience will never remember it anyway. Instead, the script writer
should deliver impressions and let the visuals tell as much of the story as possible.

Wvaious

Anyone who writes for television can profit from the advice of creative writers. The best writers
deliver just enough detail to stimulate the imagination. They allow people to think instead of
telling themt what to think. This approach allows the viewer to supply information from past
experience, and hence to participate more directly in the vicarious experiences of television news.

Edward R. Murrow became a legend because of his simple, precise reporting. One night
during a World War II blackout in London, he remembered, “It was so dark I walked bang into
a cow and she seemed glad to see me.” Another time, after accompanying a bombing raid to
Berlin, he reported, “The clouds formed castles and battlements in the sky.” Murrow used few
adjectives, yet his writing was descriptive.

The same techniques can be used when writing to videotape. Written words should supply
only the information the visuals cannot. Also, words may create an image in the mind that con-
flicts with images on the television screemn. (Is the governor’s wife really “vivacious?”) If your tape
shows tired people standing in long lines outside the unemployment office, the viewers do not
need to hear how weary the waiting people are; the tape will show their fatigue.

Perhaps you have videotape of Miss America’s arrival in your area on a windy day. As she
steps from the plane and descends the steps, a gust of wind blows off her hat and frazzles her hair
and a piece of wind-blown paper wraps around her neck. Surely, as footage of these scenes is
rolling that night on your newscast, you could say something to the effect, “High winds tore off
Miss America’s hat as she emerged from the plane, then wind-blown trash assaulted her again
as she came down the steps.” But consider how much more elegant your writing will be if you
say, just before we see Miss America emerge from the plane, “The wind played tricks on Miss
America from the moment she arrived,” followed by momentary narrator silence as the tape tells
its own story and lets us see for ourselves what happened.

RefereI!Words to Pictures

When people or objects in the visual story must be identified, the words should be aligned to the
pictures as closely as possible. The script must be exactly on cue, for example, when a close-up
shot of a newsmaker appears on the screen. The person’s name will be voiced on air just as the
person’s picture appears. Or a police officer might be holding up a murder weapon for display.
The image will tell your audience the murder weapon is a gun, but not what caliber it is or that
it was stolen hours earlier from a pawn shop just down the street.

RMATS

Script formats vary from station to station, although almost all television scripts follow the split-
page format. The formats used in this text prepare you for the general approach to successful
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scripting. When you actually go to work in a TV newsroom, local preferences may differ from the
script formats presented here.

The director’s instructions are written on the left side of the page, with major commands in
ALL CAPS. Information the director needs, but is of lesser importance, is indented under the
major commands and is in upper and lower case. Generally speaking, anything that, if missed, will
cause the story to blow up on the air is in ALL CAPS. In contrast, things like superimposed titles
of interviewees and indications of a geographical location are indented and in upper and lower
case. That way, the director has immediate, visual clues regarding the importance of elements.
Usually, a lot is going on in the control room, and people have to glance away from scripts to
monitors and at buttons to push. With easy-to-find visual clues, the director’s job becomes easier.

News copy, on the right side of the page, is usually written largely with normal capitaliza-
tion. Although some anchors prefer to use all caps for their scripts, research has shown that the
normal type is easier for most people to read properly. Scripts for most short stories (20 to 30 sec-
onds) can be written on a single page. Most scripts contain a short, on-camera lead that intro-
duces the swry and sets up the viewer for the tape that follows. If you consistently begin visuals
and story narrative together, the show will look choppy and lack proper flow. This practice is
acceptable from time to time, such as when you lead live with a related story, then cut directly to
videotape and begin reading the new but related copy. Otherwise, viewers will be most comfort-
able with the regular pattern of a brief, five- to 10-second lead-in before the video appears on
screen.

Television news scripts are fairly simple if you keep a few technical things in mind. As
mentioned earlier, they are really two scripts stuck together. On the left is a script for the director
of the show, which is a kind of road map for the technical crew to follow in switching among
videotapes, studio cameras, and other audio and video sources. The second script, on the right, is
the one the anchors read. In a given story, part of the copy may be read on camera and part
covered by field videotape.

Video is timed from its first frame. When video is inserted into a story, the video time is
different from the story time. Story time is the whole thing, including the anchor lead-in. Video
time (indicated in script formats as TRT) is just the video portion, not including the on-camera
anchor copy.

All script pages have numbers. The preferred style is to use letters for segments of the
newscast and numbers for stories within each segment. Thus, A-1, B-1, and C-1 are all the first
stories in their respective segments. If a story has two or more pages, lower-case letters are added
after the main page number (for example, A-1a, A-1b, A-1c).

VO means “voice-over” video. The pictures appear on the air with background sound, but the
anchor keeps narrating story information while we’re looking at scenes from where the video was
shot.

SOT stands for “sound on tape,” or videotape in which all the sound is from the scene, often
an interview or-a speech:~Although SOT has become a common reference throughout the industry
over the years to mean videotape with sound full, SOT is used also in operations that have con-
verted to digital video and no longer use tape. The news anchor stops talking during SOTs.

TRT, which means “total running time” of the video element, refers to only the video’s
running time. It tells the director exactly how much video time exists before he or she has to get
the anchor camera or other visual element on air before the picture goes to black.
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Story time is recorded in the upper right corner of the first page of each story script. All
stories have a story time, the time required for everything including the anchor on-camera lead,
the video inserts, and any other elements that comprise the complete story. Story time is not the
same as TRT. TRT is just the video elemrent. Story time is the whole thing.

CG means character generator. It consists of computer type that will appear on the screen.

Outcue is the last three to five words in a soundbite.

Tag is the term indicating a brief wrap-up or ending to a story.

AT refers to the time when the sound on the video has to be raised while the person on tape
talks and lowered when the anchor resumes the narration.

Split-squeeze remote refers to placing one or more people in a frame along with a frame of
the anchor all on screen at the same time.

Pages 42-48 include samples of various scripts. First is a simple anchor on-camera read. The
samples progress through more complicated stories including VOs, VO-SOT-VOs, reporter pack-
ages, and live remotes. Each script sample is in the proper format and includes the proper com-
mands along with script copy explaining the details of the script. Scripting may seem a little
complicated at first, but it really is quite simple, and logical. Please read through the sample
scripts on pages 42—48 before continuing with the story samples.

)

A reporting team interviews a news source for a broadcast news package. In the script, the person’s
response, or soundbite, will carry the designation SOT for Sound On Tape.
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Slug:
Date:

AB

On-Camera Reader Format

Writer:

Story Time: 1:02

(AB)

Television news scripts really are
simple. They have two columns. In the
left half of the page, you put instructions
for the show director. The right half of
the page has copy the anchor will read.

In this case the anchor initials in the
left column tell the director to put
anchor Amy Babb on camera for this
story.

At the top of the right “reader” or
anchor column, you put the anchor
initials inside parentheses. Anything
inside parentheses in the reader column
means “don’t read this aloud; it’s just for
instructional purposes.”

Most TV newscasts have two or
more anchors, so you need initials at the
beginning of every story to designate
which anchor is to read it.

You put in paragraphs frequently to
make it easier for anchors to find their
places in the copy when they glance from
the TelePrompTer to their desk copy of
the script and back up.

Every story has a newscast page
number. Use letters for the segments and
numbers for the items within each
segment (A-1, B-2, etc.).

Finally, you type three pound signs in
the center of the reader column at the
end of the story, and pen in the final
story time in the upper right corner after
you time it.

## #
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On-Camera Reader with Graphic Format
Slug: Story Time: 30
Writer:
Date:
AB/Box: Fire (AB)

/Box: Pyramid

In this case you want the director to
put a box graphic of a fire over the
shoulder of the anchor.

This takes a simple note after the
anchor initials in the director column
and nothing in the reader column. That’s
because the anchor doesn’t have to do
anything special, just keep reading.

If we want to look really “zippy,” we
can change the graphics in the box over
the anchor shoulder just by indicating to
the director to put something else in
there.

The director instructions are put on
the scripts directly across from the point
in the anchor copy where the item is
supposed to happen.

###
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Slug:
Writer:
Date:

AB

VO

CG: White Station & Poplar
Memphis, TN

TRT 1:01+pad

VO Format

Story Time: 1:11

(AB)

When you set up the script for voice-
over copy (which means we will roll
some field video pictures while the
anchor continues narrating from the
studio) you need just a couple of
additional things.

At the point you want the director to
begin the field video, you put VO in the
director column, at the left margin. You
do not put anything in the reader
column, because the anchor just keeps
going.

You also need to tell the director
when to insert a character generator
locator indicating where the video came
from. You just note CG in the director
column, followed by whatever you want
to be typed on the lower third of the
screen.

This command must be mdented

mdented
under the VO, as are all sub-commands
(those that will not cause the piece to
blow up on the air if they are missed}.

At the end of the video, you need a
TRT, which stands for total running time
of the videotape. Normally it includes
3-5 seconds of pad, indicated by
“+pad.”

All tape times are from the first video
in that story and do not include anchor
on-camera reads. In this case, the VO
tape runs 1:01, and the on-camera lead
is :10. So, while the TRT of the VO
portion is 1:01+pad, the whole story
time is 1:11.

#4#4
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VO-SOT-VO Format

Slug: Story Time: 1:54
Writer:

Date:

AB (AB)

A VO-SOT-VO story is nothing
more than a voice-over with a sound bite
in the middle. So it usually starts out
with an on-camera lead. Then you put
in the field video while the anchor
continues with the narration.

VO This can be scenes of a disaster, or
CG: Tom Lee Park set-up video of an event, a meeting, or
' Memphis, TN any other kind of news story in which

you have a videotape from the scene to
cover the anchor voice-over.

Usually a locator CG is indicated in
the left column so the director will insert
the typed information over the video,
telling the audience where the picture
came from.

Then you have the SOT, where
someone is interviewed or is making a
speech. (The SOT designation means
“sound on tape.”)

When you hit the SOT, you want the
anchor to stop talking, so you put the
letters SOT in the reader (anchor)
column.

You also have to put an AT time in
the left column to tell the director how
many seconds into the videotape to have
the audio turned up for the soundbite.

Just below the director instruction to
take the soundbite, you put in a CG of
the person’s name and title, so the
director will know to insert it when the

AT: 52 SOT person appears on camera.

CG: Emerson Jessup
School Board Member (SOT)
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PART ONE

Slug:
Weriter:
Date:

€«

Outcue: “. .. and I figured it out.”

AT 1:02 VO

TRT 1:42+pad

VO-SOT-VO Format (continued)

Story Time:

(AB)

At the end of the soundbite (or SOT,
as it’s shown on scripts), you type the
word “outcue” in the director’s column,
followed by. the last five words the
person says in the bite. That way the
technical crew can listen for the cue and
make a quick and clean switch.

When you want the anchor to start
talking again, usually narrating behind
more field video, you need his/her initials
to indicate when to begin.

You need another “AT” time in the
left column, followed by a “VO”
instruction. That tells the director what
time into the videotape to cue the anchor
to begin narrating again while videotape
from the scene continues.

At the end of the story you need a
TRT in the director’s column (left side)
and three pound signs in the center of
the reader column (right side).

###
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Package Format

Slug: Story Time: 2:02
Weriter:
Date: (AB )
The last major format is for a
AB package report. That’s a story done by a

reporter that includes all the cover tape,
narration, and soundbites in a complete
“package.”

These are completely edited before
the newscast, with only CGs to be
inserted live. So, for the director, you just
need four things.

First, the usual anchor instruction for
the on-camera lead.

Second, an SOT indication to roll
and take the “package” videotape with
its sound up full.

Third, the necessary CGs indicated.

And fourth, an outcue and TRT.

In the reader column, just an SOT
designation tells the anchor to stop.

(SOT)
SOT
CG: Bill Smith reporting
CG: Near Jackson, TN
CG: Homer Smithers
Railroad Inspector
CG: Bill Smith (standup)
Outcue:. . . reporting for
Eyewitness News ###

TRT: 1:27+pad
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Live-Shot Format

Slug: Story Time: _ 1:30
Writer:

Date:

AB (AB)

For a live shot, you just do a toss for
the anchor similar to the lead to a
package. Then indicate “REMOTE” in
the director column where you want the
remote to pop up.

Below that you put your CG
indicators, and any other things like
VO-SOT-VOs or SOTs that will be
rolled into the remote piece.

In the anchor column, just put
REMOTE inside parentheses to indicate
to the anchor to be quiet and let the

remote person talk.
REMOTE (REMOTE)
CG: Roberta Smith (standup)

SOT
CG: Near Jackson, TN

CG: Homer Smithers
Railroad Inspector

Outcue: “. . . and by golly,
that’s it.”

TRT 1:00+pad

REMOTE

€«

Outcue: “. . . and back to you in
Memphis.” ###

AB (AB)

At the end of the remote indicate the

anchor who will thank the reporter or

guest. Either write specific copy to read,

or indicate (ad-lib thanks).
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You’ll find actual news stories written in the proper script formatting beginning on page 52. The
following story discussions refer to those scripts.

S plel (page 52)

r

Story Sample 1 is about a plane crash in Nevada. It begins with the anchor on camera, so we have
the anchor’s initials, AB, at the left margin of the director’s column (left column of the script
formar). Directly across from those inirials, in the reader column, the anchor initials appear again,
but this time within parentheses. Whenever you want to tell the anchor something that is not te
be read, the information is within parentheses.

In this story, a voice-over videotape (VO) covers part of the anchor read. The VO instruction
appears directly across from where we want the anchor narration to begin. No instructions have
to be put in the anchor column. Studio cameras have little red lights that indicate if they are
turned on or off. When the anchor is reading along and the light goes out as the director takes the
video insert, the anchor will know the videotape has begun.

Right below the director’s VO instruction is the CG indicator, indented. CG means “char-
acter generator,” or computer type that will appear on the screen. The indentation indicates to the
director that it isn’t crucial and if something has to be dropped, the elimination of CG won’t cause
the story to blow up.

Because the anchor takes about 22 seconds to read the portion of the script covered by video
from the scene, the editor cuts 22 seconds plus a little pad. A little pad video always goes at the
end of the tape to ensure that no “black™ goes on the air. Otherwise the video might drop out
before we get the buttons punched for the next visual element. Right across from the TRT, in the
anchor column, the end marks # # # are used to indicate the story is finished after the last line of
narration.

The on-camera anchor lead begins, “Just last week . . .” Copy to be read on the air should
be timed by reading it aloud. That way you will hear the sound of the copy and the times will be
more accurate. That paragraph takes about six seconds to read. Therefore, the story time in the
upper right corner will be :28 (the lead time of six seconds, plus the :22 for the videotape narra-
tion). The script contains no reference to individual videotape shots, their length or content.

In Story Sample 2 we make a few adjustments to the format. First is a slash (/) followed by the
notation “Box: Crash” after the anchor’s initials in the director’s column. That tells the director
we want the anchor on camera, but with a box graphic over one shoulder of the anchor. Normally
you don’t indicate which shoulder because that is a production format element determined ahead
of time by the anchor assigned to read the story.

The anchor reads two short paragraphs, then stops for a soundbite of Sam Tucker. SOT
appears in the director’s column to tell the director to take the videotape insert with the sound
full. SOT also appears in the anchor column, but enclosed in parentheses, which tells the anchor
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to stop reading. In this case, if the ( ) were not there, the anchor might say “SOT” on the air.
Parentheses are used in the anchor column to tell the anchor to do something but the anchor never
reads it.

Sam Tucker’s soundbite runs 26 seconds. We put the outcue — the last three to five words
the person says in the soundbite — just above the TRT designation. That way the technical crew
sees the outcue words and gets ready to make another switch when hearing them about 26
seconds into the tape.

After the soundbite ends, we have to come back to the anchor on camera for a tag to the
story. So we put the anchor’s initials in the director’s column under the TRT, and in the anchor’s
column we put the anchor’s initials inside parentheses, followed by the copy to be read. Finally,
# # # indicates the end of the story.

Story Sample 3 is an example of how to script a VO-SOT-VO format, starting with the anchor on
camera, then covering some narration with videotape, then having a soundbite of a person, and
concluding with more anchor narration covered with videotape. The big differences in this format
are the “AT” times and a second voice-over tape element after the soundbite.

The AT times indicate when the sound on the tape has to be raised while the person on tape
talks and then lowered when the anchor is supposed to start narrating again. “AT” times indicate
major changes in key elements for the technical crew to make while the videotape keeps going. In
this case the audio engineer will have to move the audioboard slide up a bit — to increase the
sound from the tape when the person talks — and then slide it back down again when the person
is finished and the anchor narration resumes. The VO tells the director the anchor has to talk over
the pictures. Again, the TRT is at the bottom of the story.

In this case the on-camera lead is :07, a :15 voice-over lead into the soundbite, a soundbite
of :34, and then another VO tag of :10. The story time is the TRT plus the on-camera lead-in, or
about 1:06. You have two CG indicators, one for the locator over the first VO showing where this
video was shot and the second consisting of the name and second line title or description of who
talks in the soundbite.

By the way, we do not use an abbreviation for the word “Mount” in the anchor column, but
we do for the character generator (CG) in the director’s column. Abbreviations should be avoided
in the anchor column because they can be easily confused. The CG indicator, however, should be
typed exactly as you want the information to appear on the screen. In many newsrooms the per-
son who operates the character generator computer gets the information directly from the scripts.
In this case, “Mt.” would be best for the typed locator to be superimposed on the videotape.

ple 4 (page 55)

Story Sample 4 is not much different from what you’ve already seen. It is a VO-SOT-VO with the
addition of an anchor on-camera tag finishing the story. Again, the major elements the director
must see quickly are to the left margin of the director’s column: the VO, the AT times for the SOT
and second VO, the TRT when the tape runs out, and finally the anchor initials indicating when
the anchor is to come back on camera again.
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Sometimes the anchor has to stay on camera, but the special graphics being used behind, or over
the shoulder of, the anchor have to change. Story Sample 5 is an example of how to do an on-
camera anchor reader that has multiple changes in the over-the-shoulder box graphic commonly
used in television news production. The anchor stays on camera all the time. The director just
needs to know where to change the graphics in the shoulder box. Those indicators are placed
directly across from the narration copy. The director can’t read your mind, so if you put the box
changes all in a short list together, some strange-looking things may go out on the air. Putting box
changes across from the point in the narration where you want the change to occur gives the
director a spatial sense of when they happen along with the order of the changes.

ple 6 (page 57)

The final example is Story Sample 6, which shows how to do a split-squeeze effect. You’ve seen
these before, when television operations put two people in little frames talking to each other or
being interviewed by a reporter. This effect is used commonly for anchors to toss to and from live
shots of reporters in the field or to interview people from remote locations.

In the director’s column, you put the initials of the anchor who will do the talking first,
followed by a slash (/) and the words “split squeeze,” followed by an indicator of what is to be in
the second frame. In this case, we’re putting Homer Jones there.

In the anchor column are the questions to be asked of Jones, after the anchor initials in reg-
ular script form. When Jones answers, we have an indicator inside parentheses for the anchor to
wait for the answer.

As Jones answers, the director puts him full screen with his name in place of the left column
anchor initials. Normally, when the person is put full-screen for the first time, his/her name and
title is placed after a CG. Or the name could be placed in the split-squeeze shot as long as the CG
operator spaces the graphics correctly so the person’s name appears under his/her picture. When
the anchor asks another question, we go back to the split squeeze of both of them on screen and
then switch back to a full shot of Jones when he answers again.

Or both people can be up on the screen as they engage in the conversation, which is what
our example does when the second question is asked, Jones answers, and the third question is
asked. Then we go back to Jones full for the answer to the third question. We end the interview
back on a split-squeeze effect. Usually the show director ad-libs these interchanges to some degree,
as we don’t really know what a person will say, and how long it will last, on a live interview.

RN i & - [ —— — -

NOTES
1. Linda Ellerbee, “And So It

Goes: My Adventures in

Television News.” Playboy,

April 1986, 198.
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Slug: Plane crash
Writer: Smith
Date:

AB

VO
CG: Mt. Diablo
“Nevada Triangle”

TRT: 22+pad

Story Sample 1

Story Time:

(AB)

28

Just last week, two other planes

crashed into the same mountain . . .

earning it the new name, Nevada

Triangle.

Any similarity to the Bermuda

Triangle ends with the name. Mount
Diablo is in desert country, a day’s walk

from civilization.

Search crews wandered the area for
two days this week before they picked
up signals from the plane’s crash locator.

Two F-A-A officials suffered heat
stroke and were evacuated after daytime

temperatures reached 120 degrees.

Oldtimers call the area unfit for man
and warn . . . enter at your own peril.

###
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Story Sample 2
Slug: Plane crash Story Time: _ 40
Writer: Smith
Date:
AB/Box: Crash (AB)

Just last week, two other planes
crashed into the same mountain . . .
earning it the new name, Nevada
Triangle.

Oldtimers say the mountain has
claimed other lives in its time, but not
because the peak has any mystical
powers.

SOT (SOT)
CG: Sam Tucker
“Nevada Triangle” resident
Outcue: “. .. it’s just an old pile
of rocks!”
TRT: 26+pad
AB (AB)

The search resumes tomorrow for the
three missing planes.

#H#H#H
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Story Sample 3
Slug: Plane crash Story Time: 1:06
Writer: Smith
Date:
AB/Box: Plane crash (AB)

VO
CG: Mt. Diablo
“Nevada Triangle”
AT: 15 SOT
CG: Ted Ferrell
Charter Pilot
Outcue: “. .. a high, dangerous
mountain I’d rather
fly around.”
AT: 49 VO

TRT: 59+pad

Indian folklore credits Mount Diablo
in western Nevada with mystical powers
. . . and this week aviators are taking
note.

Since last weekend three planes have
crashed on the mountain’s western slope
. . . earning it the new nickname,
Nevada Triangle.

Other pilots have reported close calls
with the peak, among them Las Vegas
charter pilot Ted Ferrell.

He says he’s not superstitious, but
neither is he a fool.

(SOT)

(AB)

Ferrell says, if anything, he expects
the legend surrounding Mount Diablo to
grow bigger and more ominous with
time.

But it’s a reputation for mystic power,

the pilot says, of little real substance.
##4#
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Slug: Food protest
Writer: Smith
Date:

AB/Box: Protesters

VO
CG: Big Foods
14th & Marshal
North Little Rock

AT: 13 SOT
CG: Elizabeth Windsor
Grocery shopper

(43

Outcue: ... on the state level,

not the local one.”

AT: 31 VO

TRT: 46+pad
AB

Story Sample 4

Story Time: _ 58

(AB)

Mayor Davis walked straight into a
hornet’s nest today . . . It was a
confrontation between truck drivers and
shoppers.

At issue is the price of food at two
local supermarkets . . . both with
contracts that guarantee annual wage
hikes for union truck drivers.

Today a group of citizens said
enough is enough. They demanded
Mayor Davis ask for the Governor’s
support.

(SOT)

(AB)

Local truckers argue they’re already
underpaid and they’ll shut down
deliveries if they don’t get a raise. The
result would be a serious food crisis at
local supermarkets.

Just the talk about that possibility
has caused a run on groceries at Big
Foods and Wiggly Pig outlets in North
Little Rock.

The truckers say a strike vote may be
taken as early as next week. No word
yet whether the Governor plans to get

involved in the dispute before then.
###
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Slug: Faces & places
Writer: Smith
Date:

AB/Box: Faces & Places

/Box: Madonna

/Box: Map

/Box: Kennedy

Story Sample 5

Story Time: 40

(AB )

In “Faces and Places™ tonight . . .
we’ll start with the latest adventures of
Madonna.

She peeked around a door at a New
York restaurant today, while in town to
take part in an international film festival
honoring French actresses.

Speaking of faces, here’s the political
face of the United States showing the
pattern of victory for recent Republican
Senate candidates.

Republicans won throughout the
West and Midwest. But Dixie belonged
to the Democrats, and enough seats were
retained in the Eastern states to retain a
slim majority.

All of which is why Senator Ted
Kennedy looked so relieved at his victory
party in Boston. Kennedy won despite
the most spirited campaign against him
since he was first elected to office.

Obviously any margin of victory

makes you smile, even a slim one.
# # #
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Story Sample 6

Slug: Rescue interview Story Time: _ 1:30
Writer: Smith
Date:

AB/Split-squeeze remote (AB)

Tonight we have Homer Jones, the
man who rescued the little girl, live to
talk about the ordeal.

Thanks for being with us, Mr. Jones.

What went through your mind when
you jumped into the river after Amy
Prescott?

Remote (Jones talks)
CG: Homer Jones
Rescued girl

AB/Split-squeeze remote (AB)
Have you ever had any special
training in rescuing people?
(Jones talks)

(AB)

What did the little girl say to you
after you got to her and were hanging
onto that tree trunk, waiting for the
firemen to get a line out to you?
Remote (Jones talks)

AB/Split-squeeze remote (AB)

Thanks a lot for being with us
tonight. You really are a hero, Mr. Jones,
and what you did says a lot about the
kind of people who live in South
Railswitch, Utah.

# # #
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Name

Date

Assignment 2-A

1. Use the following fact sheet to write a standard format news script, complete with director’s
instructions. (For your convenience, standard script blanks are provided at the end of this
assignment.) Consult the scene breakdown so your script will match the visuals as edited.

Commonly used abbreviations are:

Est. LS = Establishing long shot MS = Medium shot
CU = Close-up MLS = Medium long shot
MCU = Medium close-up LS = Long shot

Story #1: Threshing Bee

Facts: this weekend (today) Platte County Fairgrounds Platte City, Mo. Twentieth Annual Old
Fashioned Threshing Bee and Picnic. Dozen old time threshers McCormick Deering John
Deere International Harvester Wilson’s Thresher showing how it used to be in the good
old days 600 people attending the day film shot and aired machines (including dozens of
old tractors . . . some with spoke wheels dating back to 1900) all makes and descriptions
. . . most still running machines circling the block square fairground serving watermelons
homemade ice cream barbecue beef many people brought tents and sleeping bags to stay
overnight many oldtimers fairgrounds clogged with smoke oldtimers said the air still has a
“clean smell” Photographer burned shirt as hot soot and sparks drifted through air no
admission charge car races at night little boys impressed with the old machines and trac-

tors some women wore sunbonnets. (Script should fill :47 total time.)

BREAKDOWN SHEET

Scenes Scene Length AT*
LS — Establishing shot fairgrounds with steam engine visible 04 04
MCU  — man taps throttle; series of rapid cuts shows

machine speeding up, belt running, etc. 11 15
MS — man feeds bundles oats from truck into thresher with

pitchfork 08 23
Cutaway — people (some “oldtimers” in straw hats) standing

around watching 02 25
MS — threshing machine and man operating it 06 31
LS — smoke pours from thresher; man pitches oats

into hopper (he’s in a “T” shirt) 08 39
LS — straw shoots onto pile 05 44
LS - — fairground 03 47

* Accumulated Time

2. Write scripts from the following facts. No breakdown sheet is provided because the scenes are
general and routine in nature. Videotape of the X-C 80 shows a routine take-off, flight, and
landing on the California desert near Edwards Air Force Base. Tape of the packing plant shows
general demolition scenes of the old tower (bulldozers, wrecking cranes, dump trucks, etc.).

Use a blank script sheet, provided at the end of this section.
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Story #2: X-C 80
Maximum script length: 20 to 25 seconds

The U.S. Air Force today released footage of one of the two X-C 80 prototype planes built to test
long-range bombers and their capability in modern warfare. The prototypes fly at speeds up to
2,000 miles per hour. The plane is made of a composite graphite skin invisible to radar, heat-
seeking and laser devices — called by press releases a “revolutionary design concept” in airplane
fabrication. Superior even to Stepeth Weapons technology. The planes were developed as bombers,
but hold only the pilot. Each plane cost $12 billion to design, test, and produce. The plane’s guid-
ance system was designed in your town.

Story #3: Packing Plant Demolished
Maximum script length: 35 seconds

The local packing plant is being razed today. It was shut down about two months ago when the
company decided to relocate to the Midwest near Chicago, to be closer to major rail lines. The
plant was built in 1898 and ran continuously until two months ago. It is located in the north part
of the city, an area that will be converted into a new shopping center and low-cost apartment
housing complex. The packing plant contributed $4 million monthly to the local economy and
employed 1,900 workers. Many of these workers have been relocated and transferred at company
expense to Chicago, but approximately 800 are out of work, most of them with families. The
building is an historic landmark and was designed by German architects who began work on the
concept in 1895.
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Name

Assignment 2-A

Date

Story #4: Shooting

Facts: bodies gone when photographer arrived occurred 8505 E. 116th St. your city wife in
process of getting divorce living with mother husband arrives about 5:30 barges into house
has gun (.38 caliber revolver) shoots wife she dies at scene wife’s sister in bedroom gets
shotgun wounds man before he’s wounded throws chair breaks out window flees with
shotgun around back of house and into adjoining field police at scene investigating police
helicopter called to join in search through woods suspect: John J. Jones, 31, 10001 S.
Main St. killed: Jessica Jones, 29, no children, her sister, who wounded Jones, is Cheryl
Smith, 22; she suffered head wounds when struck with gun in good condition at General
Hospital suspect not located at newstime (10 p.m.) search continuing at that time, but heli-
copter had been called off search. Script should fill 1:07 total time.

SHOT LIST

Scenes Scene Length AT*
Est. LS of house shows broken front window 04 04
CU — house address 02 06
MCU — detective holding gun (murder weapon) 10 16
MS  — broken glass on floor; detectives in room 05 21
MCU — blood stained venetian blinds and other debris on floor 03 24
MS  — kitchen table still set for dinner — detective

looking around room, in refrigerator 09 33
CU — broken window 03 36
LS  — back of house; pan to show path suspect apparently

followed; ends with people looking for second gun 06 42
MLS — helicopter flying overhead 05 47
MLS — police searching through woods 05 52
MS — more police search 09 1:01
MLS — helicopter cutaway 03 1:04
MCU — police inspecting trail for signs of blood 03 1:07

* Accumulated Time
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Script Format

Slug: Story Time:
Writer:
Date:
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Script Format

Slug: Story Time:
Writer:
Date:
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Script Format

Slug: Story Time:
Writer:
Date:
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Script Format

Slug: Story Time:
Writer:
Date:




'World Radio Histor




Every news story should have structure and conflict, problem
and denouement, rising action and falling action, a beginning,
a middle and an end.

Reuven Frank, Former President, NBC News

Writing the News Story

ews sometimes is defined as whatever people are interested in hearing about. Some

“news” is little more than gossip (the latest marriage of a Hollywood celebrity); some is

public relations (the story of a singer acting in a new movie); other news tells us of crime
in the community or of the local efforts of teenagers to improve bicycle safety.

EL S OF NEWS

Regardless of the event, news contains one or more @f the elements discussed next: timeliness,
proximity, significance, conflict, prominence, and human interest.

Ti

News is what happens now, what happens in the immediate present, or what will happen. News-
papers often tell you what happened yesterday. Broadcast journalism is especially adept at fast
reporting:

You often have little chance for historical perspective in your writing. Frequently you will be
unable to say why an event happened, simply because no one has had time to find out by the time
you go on the air with your report. You then must wait to report the important “why” of events.
in follow-up reports.

Pr

News is what bappens close to us, either emotionally or geographically. We tend to be interested
in events that happen within our community because quite often they affect us in some way. Who

n
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can hear of a car-train collision without wondering for a split second whether the victim is some-
one we might know? Who in a community is not affected by rising property values or increased
taxes? Who is not interested in some way about the drought or the approaching storm?

We also have tremendous affinity for reports of interesting events that happen far away from
us. Sometimes, if the event is big enough, it far overshadows the less important happenings in our
own community. Examples include war and disaster stories, space exploration, or the discovery of
Stone Age tribes living on a South Sea island. Whether you are dealing with local, national or
world news, learn to “read” it as your audience would; determine what is most momentous, most
interesting or most significant about the story you are writing,

News is what is significant to the audience. Whatever the story, ask yourself who is affected by it
or is interested invit. In a metropolitan area a story about a teachers’ strike, though important,
may directly affect only about one in every 20 people in the audience. A story about dramatic
increases in food prices or a developing cold front may affect almost everyone listening. As you
assess the potential significance of the story, always ask yourself how it affects your audience.

News is what results in dramatic conflict and, hence, human interest: Radio and television borrow
heavily from traditional theater. They prefer dramatic conflict. Television prefers the visually
dramatic, and radio works best when you report the sounds and emotions of events. In some
respects the preference of broadcast journalism for the dramatic is a strength; in others, a
weakness.

Few people in the audience consciously define the essential differences between print and
sound and pictures. Yet a huge difference separates the broadcast media from print. Broadcasting
uses sound, color, movement, and light to report; print uses words and still pictures. Sound, colox,
movement, and light traditionally produce emotional responses, whereas print.and still pho-
tographs tend to produce more literal, rational responses..

Dramatic conflict is whatever happens between two opposing forces. The conflict can be
between one person and another, or one nation and another, or it can be between humans and an
outside influence or force. In simplified form, dramatic conflict occurs in four basic definitions:

1. Person versus person: the struggle between individuals in a boxing match, a chess cham-
pionship, or a senator’s fight against organized labor; other examples include the test pilot
who fights to keep his job after mandatory retirement age, clashes between pro- and anti-
abortion forces, the women’s rights movement, and an elderly woman on welfare
struggling to avoid eviction from her home.

2. Person versus self: the struggle of a person to kick drug addiction; the triumph of athletic
achievement in an individual sport (such as a runner seeking to improve her “best time”);
the triumph of an individual over a physical handicap.

3. Person versus fate: the struggle of an individual to survive after a wilderness plane crash
until help arrives; a public figure’s fight against cancer; shipwrecks; families made home-
less by fires and disasters.
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4. Person versus nature: significant weather events; consequences of air and water pollution;
individuals who cross the sea alone, by balloon, or sailboat.

Pr e

News is what bappens to prominent people,-places, or things: Nearly everyone is interested in the
prominent names that make news. Everyone from the President and his family to pop singers and
motorcycle daredevils attracts our attention. Often such newsmakers provide us with vicarious
experiences in the activities and achievements in which we would participate in real life if only we
had the opportunity, the courage, or the ability. If you watch people listen to radio or television
news, you will discover that prominent names in the news capture and recapture their attention
during the course of a newscast. Similarly, the famous places and things in our lives — from the
Washington Monument to our favorite city landmark — perk our interest in the news.

H rest

Ultimately, news is anything people are interested in, whether significant or triviak If you think a
story would interest a majority of your audience, it probably is newsworthy. Some journalists
might add a seventh element — Is the story
visual? — but all stories have the potential
to be visual if the reporter’s knowledge and
vision are broad enough. How do you visu-
alize abstractions such as inflation, political
loyalty, subtle discrimination, or white-
collar crime?

Perhaps a reporter stand-up might
show what kind of house $200,000 buys
today compared with what the same money
would have bought a decade earlier, or
maybe you can show how many groceries
$50 might purchase at current prices and the
relatively fewer groceries the same $50
would buy if annual inflation were to reach
12 percent. A family’s political loyalty may
appear in the shot of a child on his father’s
shoulders wearing a cap with the candidate’s
name in bold letters, or political loyalty
might be visualized in a meaningful way
through a variety of devices ranging from
file footage to graphics to legitimate reenact-
ments and even occasional dramatizations,
provided they are labeled clearly and pre-
sented within the context of a larger news

story.
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THE NEWS ELEMENTS

An understanding of news helps you highlight the elements to search for in each story you write.
It helps you define treatment and style for any story because it offers a way of extracting the
essence of any event for emphasis in your lead. Let’s take an example. Firefighters are going on
strike for higher pay at 6 a.m. tomorrow morning if wage negotiations aren’t ironed out by that
time. They want an average wage increase of 70 cents an hour, or a total additional cost for fire
protection services of about $1.5 million. The property tax increase needed to cover the higher
wages would amount to an average of $6 per household in the community. City and fire union
representatives are meeting late into the night.

This story contains all elements of news. The story is happening now; it is happening close
to us; it has the potential to affect us financially, emotionally, and perhaps even physically if the
community is left without fire protection if the strike materializes. Dramatic conflict is present in
the form of person versus person — firefighters taking drastic action to force a response from the
city — and prominent community leaders are helping resolve the problem. T

LEADS

One of the most important things a journalist does is to construct the lead. That’s the beginning
sentence or two of the story that provides the spark of interest for your audience. In broadcast
news the lead is crucial because it must catch the interest of listeners/viewers, as well as hold them
for the rest of the story. With the advent of preprogrammed station buttons on car radios and the
remote control “clicker” in television technology, a fundamental problem is to keep people from
hopping around from station to station.

Leads are the way you open stories. In all of the several different lead-writing techniques, the
bottom line to creating an effective lead is simple. Whatever grabs the attention of the
listener/viewer and makes that person'want to know more is a good lead. Particulariy in recent
years, as available channels have increased substantially in number, fragmenting the audience into
ever smaller segments, electronic news organizations have emphasized retaining listener/viewer
interest. That means providing interesting, compelling information in such a way that the person
listening or watching doesn’t have any urge to punch the button for a different channel.

Few organizations encourage their writers to tell all of the essential elements of a story in the
first few sentences, in the style of a traditional summary lead, as discussed next. Rather, though
you may use a summary technique to tell.a key aspect of the story in the first sentence or two,
facts. commonly are salted throughout the story. The best stories are written in-a powerful, crisp
style with one strong and vital sentence flowing into the next.*Each is a necessary and intriguing
element to provide information to, and hold the attention of, the person to whom you are
communicating.

g the Summary Lead

i
!

Based on your knowledge of the audience, the writer has to choose the one or two essential facts
for the lead that will telegraph the essence of the story to the listeners/viewers. Through the
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technique of the summary lead, you can alert them to what the story is about and indicate in the
first sentence why they should be interested. Looking again at the essential facts of the firefighter’s
strike story, perhaps you decide that the significance of the protest is the potential loss of fire pro-
tection within the community if a strike materialize. Your lead then might summarize how your
audience would be affected by the strike:

Detroit may be without fire protection by six o'clocl
In the story’s lead you have said why the audience should know about the strike: the listener/
viewer may be without fire protection by tomorrow morning. You’ve created personal interest in
the story. Although the summary lead indicates what is to come, it doesn’t give much specific
information. For this reason, it sometimes is called the “throwaway lead.” Certainly you can
report just the facts of the story without concern for helping your audience understand the impor-
tance of the event, but a concern for understanding is the mark of a professional writer.

s of Leads

The nature of news changes from story to story. Your choice of leads can help reflect the special
emphasis that each story requires.

Hard News Lead

The hard news lead is used most often in breaking news or in updating an already established
major news Story, as in:

At least 40 communities in western New M
escaped late today from a nuclear generatir

Officials are keeping close watch on a
Mexico this afternoon. ‘ e

Another example of the hard news lead is:

In New York City, 15 firefighters were
homeless in what the city calls its b

left 15 firefighters injured and more than

The hard news lead that many broadcast writers use strikes to the heart of the story. It is an
intrinsic part of the story, unlike the summary lead, which can be eliminated without weakening
the story’s essential meaning.

orld Radio History]|
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Soft News Lead

Soft news leads are used most often for feature stories or interpretive “think” pieces. They are
appropriate whenever you wish to emphasize the lasting value of a story or to play upon the
universal human interest inherent in a story. This treatment lifts the event you are reporting out
of the category of hard news and gives it a perspective that otherwise might be lost or overlooked
in hard news stories.

not knowing the stench of industrial
y more and more Americans would

Within the category of soft news leads fall several types of leads that can be used to “spice
up” your newscast. These leads, although useful, are used less frequently than summary and hard
news leads because of their obvious emphasis on the unusual. i

Suspended Interest Lead '

A suspended lead delays the climax, or the essence of the news, until the very end of the story:

sekend when somebody broke into
. But it all became clear last night

Question Lead

The question lead is dangerous if the question lacks substance and fails to elicit the interest of
your audience. Again, it is to be used sparingly and only with issues that may lead to debate:

\ major airline is betting you would
. . . against the day when pub-
uy tickets now, at ten-thousand
’s first flight to the moon . . .

Freak Events

The freak event is natural material for a lead that emphasizes the unusual nature of a story. The
lead is constructed to give the unexpected event top billing:

5 nd of them, seems to be Hinkley,
say the geese are far from their
e in the area — in the heart of

Well-Known Expressions

This lead capitalizes on well-known expressions that most members of your audience have heard
before:

: ki n's saying that “a penny saved
life’s savings. . . nearly 170-
lars. And what will he do with
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The Staccato Lead

The staccato lead sets the tone of a story. It develops something of a one-two-three punch to get
the story off the ground and into the consciousness of your audience. This lead is useful when
summarizing a number of related events, such as actions at the city council meeting, or a collec-
tive impression of the day’s weather:

Rain. . . then sleet, snow, and wind . . . |
Lakes.

Metaphor Lead

The metaphor lead uses the figure of speech to the story’s advantage. It invites comparisons with
other aspects of life with which we may be familiar:

Mayor Stanford says San Diego is truly the windy ity &
sand polificians gathered here for the national

Literary Allusion

The literary allusion features references to fictional or historical characters. Edward R. Murrow
made such a reference during a broadcast report from World War II London when he reported,
“For a moment [ thought I was back in the London of Mr. Pickwick’s time.” Another lead of this

type is:

Shakespeare would feel at home tonight in Ashland, Oregor =
Shakespearean festivals. el )

Parody Lead

The parody lead is a take-off on events and sayings currently in vogue and of widespread public
interest. Some television commercials, for instance, burn themselves into our consciousness and
become part of our everyday national vocabulary. If not overdone, these events and sayings give
life to some broadcast leads:

They say you go around only once in
around the world twice this year .

Many times you may not be conscious of the style or name of lead you happen to use in a
given story. More often, your judgment as a writer will dictate your approach to the story and
your treatment of it. Still, knowledge of the various leads and their uses can help you form a
starting point as you decide approaches to the various events that make up a normal day’s news.

S RGANIZATION

Newspaper Structure (Inverted Pyramid)

Newspaper reporters have used the inverted pyramid style (see Figure 3-1) in news story organi-
zation since Civil War days when dispatches were transmitted from the battlefields via telegraph.
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The~ inverted- pyramid style was used
commonly because the telegraph wires
were subject to sabotage and other fre-
quent interruptions in service. By putting
all the essential facts at the first of the
story, reporters had a better chance of
transmitting at least some of the story in
usable form.

Newspaper lead
Inverted pyramid news structure.

Inverted pyramid style summarizes as
many of the five W’ as possible in the
lead (who, what, when, where, and why)
and sometimes H (how). Although some reporters are relaxing this structure now, it still is used
at many newspapers. The following contains the five W’s — who, what, when, where, and why:

ors were arrested (what) today (when) after they temporarily shut
generating plant near Huntington, West Virginia, (where) to
“unacceptable air quality standards” in the area.

The broadcast story structure more closely resembles an ordinary pyramid (see Figure 3-2). The
story begins with a concise lead that includes only the most important aspect of the story, with
emphasis on only one or two of the five
W’s. It then follows an informal style
with the rest of the information usually
presented in decreasing order of impor-
tance: The story must be built around the
lead,~however, with the most important
information coming at the beginning of
the story, just as would be true in a news-
paper story. The difference is that sen-
tences tend to be shorter and contain

fewer facts. Often the broadcast story is ]
told in chronological or narrative form. Pyramid news structure.

Broadcast Lead

The newspaper lead is too long for broadcast news. It would be difficult to follow if read aloud,
and more difficult to read aloud than the typical broadcast lead, which follows in this example:

today arrested 50 demonsirators for shutting down an
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F RESHHING THE STORY

Because broadcast audiences expect to hear news that is happening now, you often can freshen
and update old stories by delaying reference to when the event happened. Let’s assume the
morning edition of your local paper reports on the previous night’s school board meeting:

The Board of Education last night recommended a no-smoking policy in the entire school
district, even for teachers on break in the faculty lounge.

Your early morning broadcast might report the same story but with a different emphasis on
the time reference. Although the story occurred the previous night, your radio broadcast should
move it into present tense:

The school board is taking a strong stand against smoking in public schools . . . and says
regulations may be enforced even against teachers who smoke during coffee breaks. The
board is recommending a districkwide no-smoking policy, approved last night at the
board'’s regular meeting.

The reference to “last night” is buried near the end of the broadcast story, and the lead and
body of the story sound current and up-to-date. Consider how much brighter the story above
sounds than if vou were to start off by saving, as newspapers do, “The Board of Education last
night recommended . . .”

A television reporter makes last-minute changes before breaking into normal programming with a special
news report.
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U G YOUR STORIES

Some news that you report will be in the nature of ongoing, evolving stories and will have to be
updated each time new developments occur. A generous application of common sense is your best
guide in knowing when to update a story. In general, however, you should update a story every
time new information occurs, and even if no new information is available, you should rewrite all
copy at least every three radio newscasts. In television news you are considered derelict and unfit
for duty if you don’t entirely rewrite early evening news stories for the late newscast.

The reasons for updating are obvious. No one in your audience wants to keep hearing the
same story again and again throughout the day or evening. You are in the business of reporting
news (new developments) and should pass along this new information to your audience at the
earliest opportunity.

Imagine a downtown fire in which a business is destroyed and damage has reached an
estimated $350,000. Your two a.m. story might be:

business district.

By eight a.m., your lead might be:

Your lead at 12 p.m. might be:

Always lead with your most up-to-date information in ‘a continuing -developing story
Listeners will appreciate the freshness of your newscast.

NG

A broadcast lead similar to this one gives listeners in your region reason to become interested
in an otherwise national story. You should search- for local tie-ins to national stories whenever
possible*Other examples are:
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Albuquerque seems fo be doing more than ils %
dystrophy. ; m

Localizing is a crucial factor in any form of mass media writing. Human beings in diverse
media environments are highly selective in subjecting themselves to mass media. Armed with
remote controls and continually expanding listening and viewing options, including the growing
world of Internet computer communications, people have little patience for that to which they do
not “connect” themselves quickly.

You see this effort by mass media outlets to achieve connectivity almost every day. When the
local television station does a local angle on some occurrence far away, it is trying to relate the
event to its viewers’ world. Therefore, many stations do local angles on stories that really may not
have much to do with their market, aside from the fact that the story somewhere else is interest-
ing. For example, when the Oklahoma City federal building blew up, television news departments
all across the country did “could it happen here?” stories examining federal building security in
their markets. Likewise, when major earthquakes hit California, a spate of stories appeared in
other parts of the country about what would happen if a similar earthquake were to strike there.
In the case of a notorious murder, or other crime that lends itself to market self-examination by
media, local angles often are fashioned to relate local viewers to the event in a personal way.

In other cases, stories that are local may not generate much listener/viewer interest unless
they are told carefully in such a way that the story clearly has something specific to do with the
individual. One of the best examples is the tax story. A school district asking voters to raise the
mill levee makes a boring and distant story unless you tie it directly to people by pointing out how
much their taxes will increase. Saying the tax levee will go up 25 mills doesn’t mean much, but
saying the average 100-thousand dollar home’s taxes will increase 18 dollars a year helps the per-
son listening or watching the story identify with what is being said and perceive the story in terms
that have real implications for that person. A person may decide that’s a small price to pay for bet-
ter schools, or that the increase in taxes is too large. In either case, though, the audience can
understand the story in concrete, personal terms instead of consider it as abstract, impersonal
information.

If you are going to put a story about car-jacking in the newscast because police in St. Louis
just broke up a big ring of the thieves, you will need something to tie it to the place where you are
producing the newscast. You could start with, “Police in St. Louis have a new way to prevent car-
jackings.” But that’s far away and doesn’t seem to have much to do with you or me (unless we
live in St. Louis). The first thought that crosses our mind may well be, “Who cares?” Car-jackings
are a problem everywhere, so beginning the story by creating local interest could pull
listeners/viewers into a story where they would learn some good prevention techniques. Consider
this example of how to start.

Good electronic news writing is not all that complicated in many ways but highly demanding in
other ways. It is straightforward, matter of fact, and provides a great deal of freedom that other



82 The Broadcast News Process PART ONE

forms of written expression do not. 1t is not burdened as much by traditional written conventions.
But because the audience cannot re-read the copy several times to understand what it means, as it
is heard only when the newscast is read, electronic media writing is one of the most demanding
writing' forms: To be truly effective communication, five components must be present in all
electronic media writing:

1. The writing must be conversational. Because radio and television writing is meant to be
read aloud to an audience, it has to be written in normal conversational terminology. Generous
use of contractions helps to achieve that, and it avoids traditional awkwardly written construc-
tions. Although we don’t want to end up being so informal that our newscasts sound like street
jargon and, thus, alienate viewers with different perceptions of what sounds “right,” we still need
to sound like we’re talking to the listeners/viewers rather than reading to them. Effective con-
versational tone is hard to achieve and takes considerable practice.

2. The writing must relate to the listener/viewer. In our mass-mediated world we have such
a deluge of information sources that we have become quite adept at dumping from our minds
information with which we don’t relate. We’ve all had the experience of watching television for an
hour or two and just a few minutes later having little recollection of what we saw and heard. We
don’t clutter our memories with things we don’t perceive are important to us personally. In
electronic media writing, then, we have to make stories tie in to the audience members’ world.
Like conversational writing, relatedness takes effort, experimentation, and practice. We can frame
stories within the local context and use examples that help most people put the story in their
terms.

Consider a lead with the intent of generating personal identification on the part of the viewer
and, thus, greater desire to learn more:

u may wonder what's going on at the power company. Today,
inia, a lot of folks saw the lights blink as demonstrators tem-
: 'power plant. They were protesting what they called “unac-

The Huntington, West Virginia, power outage has nothing to do with our viewers, except
that we’ve all experienced having the power go out and the inconvenience it causes. So that is a
point of relatedness we can use to create a tie between a distant event and the listener/viewer. It
immediately means something to our audience in a personal way.

Sometimes techniques will work, and other times you’ll write something that sounds out of
place. In cases when you can’t make it work right, you can cut the copy.

When working at relatedness, a natural tendency is to overuse the word “you,” and to slip
into a predictable and boring pattern of phrases like, “What would you do if . . .” or “You think
you’ve got troubles . . . .” As you work on making copy relate to individual audience members,
you will have to work at being creative so you don’t become predictable and dull. The funda-
mental question people have in the back of their mind as they engage with newscast is: “What
does this have to do with me?” If you can answer that in the first few sentences of your story,
you’ll accomplish the goal of relating it to the viewer.

3. Writing must be creative to keep it and our newscasts interesting. The daily facts of life
can get boring without the creativity of interesting phrasing, varying story flow, plays on words,
and other devices at the writer’s disposal to turn ordinary events into extraordinary stories. The
retired CBS reporter Charles Kuralt made an entire career of taking little stories about the
ordinary people in everyday life and turning them into creative art works through his story-telling



CHAPTER 3 Writing the News Story 83

genius. So can you, if you work at it. Try new things, experiment with different ways of approach-
ing a lead, paragraph, or story. You have to let yourself go a little bit with creativity. Most creative
writers do substantial rewriting. They start out with one thing, then decide it doesn’t work and try
another. To get a great piece of copy may take a half-dozen attempts.

4. Writing has to make sense. While we work at being conversational, relating the story to
the listener/viewer, and being creative in the approach and phrasing, it all has to be tied together
with logical flow. What we’re all about is understanding. Sometimes, trying to be conversational,
practicing relatedness, and generating creativity end up with something that is just confusing.
Then we have to strip out the essential details and start over. The audience has to understand the
who, what, where, when, why, and how much of the journalistic effort or your story is just so
much gloss.

5. Writing bas to be technically correct so people reading your copy can understand it and
deliver it properly. As we’ve said before, electronic media writing combines the oral form of
human conversation and the written language our eighth-grade English teachers worked to help
us learn. The newscaster has to be able to read properly constructed sentences with clauses that
flow together. In addition, script formats in television and radio news must be precise because the
technical crew depends on clear and concise script commands to execute the various elements such
as audio/video inserts, special television graphics, and changes in anchors or remote locations. All
of those things, from the written language conventional rules to the technical commands of the
script, have to be applied correctly.

One of the best ways to test your copy is to read it aloud. When you do that, you hear it as
the audience will. Often your ears will catch errors or awkwardness that your eyes don’t as you
proofread silently. When you try something and aren’t sure if it works, you might ask a colleague
to listen to it as you read it aloud, and then tell you what he or she thinks.

When a radio or television journalism effort incorporates excellence in all five areas — con-
versational tone, relatedness for audience members, creativity, making sense, technical aspects —
the result is excellence. When any one area breaks down, the result is, at best, diminished
communication and, at worst, a story that blows up in complete failure on the air.
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Name

Exercise 3-A

Date

Leads

Use the following information to write broadcast news story leads. Use no more than three of the
five W’s found in many newspaper leads. Double-space all copy.

Example: It’s raining again tonight in Chicago . . . after two straight days of serious
flooding.

What: raining
When: tonight
Where: Chicago

1. Another governmental entity has entered the battle over the proposed Scenic Knolls de-
velopment proposed just north of Central Valley. The Regional Council of Governments
Wednesday, last night, joined the conflict by asking a state commission to rescind its approval
of a request for the North Central Valley Sanitation District to serve the development.

2. A 19-year-old freshman basketball player died this morning during practice at Central Valley
University. The freshman, Todd Smith, collapsed while running during a practice game. Smith
had not had any known illness, according to trainer Mike Way. Smith was pronounced dead
at Central Valley Memorial Hospital after all efforts to revive him failed. An autopsy will be
performed by Collins County Coroner Sam Stizel today.
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Name

Exercise 3-A

Date

Leads (continued)

3. The President announced a new two-billion dollar energy plan while traveling through the
Western United States on a busy three-day tour. He announced his plan at a Western Gov-
ernor’s Conference meeting in Salt Lake City. The plan calls for a five-year program to ease
strains brought on by strip mining and other energy ventures.

4. The Administration recently proposed eliminating 20 weather stations around the country.
However, Central Valley appears to be winning the battle to keep its station. Both House and
Senate Subcommittees on Weather Service Appropriations have favored continued funding for
the 20 stations, members of the state’s congressional delegation announced this morning.

5. A fourth grade school teacher in Kansas City has been acquitted of child abuse for spanking a
10-year old girl with a wooden paddle after the girl lied about having gum in her mouth. The
Kansas City District Court jury returned a verdict of not guilty after deliberating three hours.

Lynda Kristle had been charged with child abuse after parents noted bruises on the child’s
buttocks.
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Name

Exercise 3-A

Date

Leads (continued)

6. A spokesman for the Pulitzer Prize Advisory Board announced an appeal for two million
dollars in funds to provide for the “financial good health” of the prestigious awards. Dr.
William J. McGill, president of Columbia University, which oversees the awards, called the
fund-raising effort a “low-key appeal to friends.” The awards program currently is running
about a $25,000 deficit. The Pulitzer Prize was established by Joseph Pulitzer, longtime editor
of the New York World.

7. The Federal Aviation Administration is investigating two large pieces of ice that fell through
the roofs of two homes after apparently falling from the wings of an airplane overhead in
Fargo. No one was injured in the ice-crushed homes yesterday morning. One chunk fell
through the roof of the R. D. Moore home in Fargo. Mrs. Moore was alone at the time of the
accident but was in the basement and was not injured. The other home, owned by E. Harry
Masto, was only slightly damaged as the ice fell through the garage roof near the outside edge.

8. The wholesale price index climbed 1.3 percent in April, according to a Commerce Department
report. That was the largest increase in four months. However, even with that large jump,
wholesale prices have risen only 3 percent since last April, the report noted.
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Name Exercise 3-B
Date

Writing

1. Rewrite the following story for broadcast:

The State Patrol has reported the death of an elderly woman whose death lifted the state’s
traffic death toll for the year to 189. The victim, 78-year-old Othello Smith, was killed when
a vehicle rammed through the wall of her house at 201 South Broadway. Police said the
vehicle, driven by Johnathan Jones, 23, went out of control and smashed into a living room,
coming to rest on the couch, where Mrs. Smith was asleep. Jones was treated for apparently
minor injuries at the local hospital.

(WRITE YOUR STORY HERE)
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Name

Exercise 3-B

Date

Writing (continued)

2. Write a broadcast story from the following telephone conversation with a police detective in a
metropolitan area. Not all the information need be included.

“The white male came in the Sunset Bank at 2000 Main Street about one p.m. today and
stuck a nickel-plated revolver in the face of a teller, Ms. Susie Smith. He shoved a paper bag
at her and she put about $2,500 in it and he hurried out. Ralph Jones, another teller, followed
the guy but lost him on the street. The robber was wearing a stocking cap, dark glasses, and
was about five feet, three inches tall and weighed around 110 pounds. He fits the description
of the same guy who robbed the place last September and got about $5,000. Nobody was
hurt, but the employees were scared as hell.”

(WRITE YOUR STORY HERE)
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Name

Exercise 3-C

Date

Writing in Broadcast Style

From each set of facts below, write a news story in proper broadcast style.

1. Keynote speaker for a local writing club will be Paul Friggens, area editor of the Reader’s
Digest. The workshop will be from 9:00 to 3:30 p.m. at the Ramada Inn. It will be for all
aspiring freelance writers. Cost of the workshop is $10 for members and $25 for nonmembers
of the Central Valley Pen Women’s Club. Friggens has been a newspaper editor, magazine
writer and editor, and journalism instructor at Columbia University. Other speakers at the
conference will be Sally Stancil, family living editor of the local newspaper, and Dr. Ralph
McQuee of Central Valley University Department of Journalism.

2. The Agriculture Department has officially proposed new rules to overhaul the $5.5 billion
annual food stamp program. The announcement came today of the anticipated change in the
program that will take place later this year. Assistant Secretary of Agriculture C. W. McMillan
announced the proposals today and called for public comment through next month. The plan
calls for tighter eligibility requirements for those on the higher end of the poverty scale and for
easier access to the program for poorer people and the elderly.
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Name

Exercise 3-C
Date

Writing in Broadcast Style (continued)

3. A tornado in Jacksonville, Florida, today wiped out an elementary school, killing two kinder-
garten boys. About 100 other students from the 750-student Highview Elementary School
were treated for injuries at the local hospital. The tornado ripped through the school without
warning after a morning of thunderstorms. The wind destroyed the gym and about half the
classrooms. Most of the students were in the cafeteria at the time it hit — lunchtime. “That
probably saved a great many lives,” Todd Smith, the principal said.

4. Two cars suffered extensive damage yesterday when a young girl taking her driving test failed
to stop at the stop sign at Main and College Streets. No one was injured, but her car and one
driven by Max Lowdersilk were totaled. Both had to be hauled away. Mary L. Lincoln, 515
S. Taft, was taking her test when she said, “I just panicked; I forgot how to brake.” Miss
Lincoln is 16 and had just finished the high school driver’s education class.
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If you don’t like riots or militant feminists, or opponents of ERA, or
Republicans, or Democrats or whatever, you don’t read the newspaper
article — you just go on to something more agreeable. Nobody has yet
invented a way to provide the consumer of live broadcast news programs
that luxury of selection.

Richard Salant, Former President of CBS News

News Selection

< he news,” David Brinkley of ABC News once said, “is what I say it is.” Thousands of
broadcast journalists around the country decide each day for millions of listeners and
viewers what is and what is not news. The process of news selection involves countless
judgments. People are involved in the process every time they read the daily newspaper, an
endeavor that occupies the average reader from 20 to 30 minutes a day. Most people don’t read
the paper from front to back; they select what to read based on their interests of the moment.
In radio and television, in contrast, you may have to sit through the entire newscast for any
given story. If the news is dull, you can’t simply turn the page. You must suffer through it, switch
to another station, or turn off the set.

videotape crews, writers, stringers, editors, and producers. Information from all over the world is
relayed to the newsroom. Syndications, news services, and networks send prerecorded stories or
“feeds” down the line for recording and later broadcast. Two-way radios, telephones, and police
monitors blare in the newsroom throughout the day, alerting the assignment editor to breaking
news within the community. If broadcast in its entirety, all this information would fill more than
the day’s broadcast schedule. Instead it must be processed and distilled into compact reports,
usually from five minutes to 30 minutes in length, including commercials, that will illustrate the
most important and interesting events of the day. When you put together a news broadcast, you
are concerned with the total content of the show. You must organize the news, determine story
order and length, the number of actualities or visuals and, as the day goes on, which stories must
be added, shortened, and dropped.

99
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The judgments involved in the news process are as individual as the people who make them. How
do you decide what makes the biggest story of the hour? What stories should follow it? How long
should they be? Even the networks don’t always agree on the lead story of the day. Experience is
the best teacher in answering these questions, but you can follow guidelines of common sense as
you select the stories you will air. News judgment requires the same discipline as any other skill,
and it must be developed over time. You can begin by studying newscasts of stations you respect.
Study their news judgment, talk with news personnel about what makes news, and practice
making news judgments in your everyday life. Learn to distinguish what is serious and significant,
what events are essential to know about, what stories affect your life directly, which stories are
nice to know about but have little impact in your life, which stories exist by themselves and which
are “manufactured” (wouldn’t exist if you didn’t cover them).

News judgment is affected by our background, our education, our friends. All the things that
make up one’s own “culture” come to play in our fundamental values and the way we view the
world. Journalists must consider their personal perspective when covering the news, particularly
their context of daily life. A danger of newsroom myopia, or near-sightedness, comes with
working in the intense, deadline-driven world of news. This work can become all-encompassing to
the exclusion of much of what most people consider normal activities. And journalists are
intensely competitive both for the status of being the best among their contemporaries and for
advertising dollars that flow more abundantly to those with the highest ratings. Because of the
paranoia of competition, in which fear of another journalist beating them to a major story is
substantial, journalists maintain constant surveillance of the competition.
B 5 -

Television newsrooms are “processors” of information where news judgments are made every minute.
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Many news directors have several television sets in their offices so they can monitor their
primary market competition continuously. This can result in coverage dictated by what other news
operations are doing rather than the conviction that “our audience needs to have this infor-
mation.” In “pack journalism,” news organizations chase the same things because other media are
pursuing them rather than considering the real merits of the story. The result, day after day across
the country from the largest networks to the smallest stations, is almost identical story selection
and newscast order. Rather than a variety of news voices, the news coverage, format of stories,
and time allotted to them are alarmingly similar from station to station.

Several studies of the network evening news support this theory of limited news content
despite seemingly unlimited news outlets. Rather than a marketplace of ideas, the highly com-
petitive media in contemporary America appear to foster a marketplace of similarities because of
their continuing effort to appeal to the largest audience possible.

World Radio Histo
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Se ess

News, as a culture, has a tendency toward separateness. That is partly because of the nature of
work scheduling, which contributes to the social isolation of news people. Also, television news
organizations frequently have high turnover, which precludes putting down social roots. For the
last two decades the average length of employment of most television news directors, anchors, and
reporters has been about two and one-half years in a city. Then they move on as their careers
improve or their employment fortunes shift. After working for a half dozen stations, that circum-
stance can result in the misimpression that all news is the same and all audiences are similar, with
a kind of homogenization of production processes, values, and approaches. Yet, the people and
controversies in Seattle and Atlanta, New York and El Paso, Phoenix and Duluth are substantially
different. In some ways Americans are very
similar and in others quite different.

News operations usually include shift
work, wherein 24-hour-per-day operations
require people to do their jobs early in the
morning and late at night, in conjunction
with the normal working hours of eight to
five. They work hours such as four a.m. to
one p.m., ten a.m. to seven p.m., two p.m.
to eleven p.m., and eleven p.m. to eight a.m.
Like other shift workers in our society
(police officers, for example), they end up
spending their free time with the only other
people free when they are, their co-workers.
Thus, conversation centers on work, even
when away from the newsroom. Recreation
time to escape the pressure of work (for
example, playing golf, fishing, or having a picnic) becomes another opportunity to talk about
what goes on in the newsroom. Escape from work, then, is really no escape at all.

Because most people work normal hours, social organizations usually are set up to fit into
the hours outside of the traditional eight to five work day. Service clubs almost all meet at break-
fast or lunch. Other social organizations, such as the Elks, Masons, and Knights of Columbus,
meet in the evening. A work shift of two in the afternoon to eleven at night doesn’t allow par-
ticipation in the wider society to any great extent. Breakfast and luncheon meetings are problem-
atic because you don’t get to bed until after midnight and don’t rise until mid-morning. You can
attend night social gatherings only if there’s news to cover, and then you are a journalist observer,
not a social participant. Therefore, the journalist quickly can become a kind of isolate among the

collective of society, mixing mostly with other journalists and functioning in a kind of separate
sub-culture.

Ja

Another way journalists are distanced from the audience they are trying to serve is the tendency
to be around the same sources continuously (police officers, politicians, government public
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relations people, and so on), in which jargon often becomes interwoven in the fabric of daily
conversation. The language of the source becomes the language of the journalist, who intrinsically
understands its meaning. That meaning, however, sometimes is lost on an audience not used to
interpreting the terminology.

What does the term JIC, pronounced in ordinary conversation as “JICK,” mean to you? To
some federal employees JIC is understood immediately to mean the “Joint Information Center,”
which coordinates news releases and media queries during disaster or military operations. If that
acronym sneaks into a reporter’s script, however, the audience can be left wondering what the
reporter is talking about.

Journ ifestyle

The journalist lifestyle has a danger that is important to keep in mind as a person who will decide
what is covered and how. Journalists may have a different view of what is news, and therefore
important, than “normal” people whose lives do not involve reading the wires constantly, looking
at television feeds from around the world, or covering politicians and others seeking (or running
from) coverage. Only news professionals read two or three wires, peruse two or three newspapers,
and watch a half dozen news feeds every day. Yet they determine what ordinary folks get to see
every night. Clearly, the newsperson may think something is an “old™ story because he or she has
seen so much of it over a couple of days, but the viewer may have seen it only once, if at all. To
the person who doesn’t have the time for the journalists’ near fanatical pursuit of current events
information, the story may be new and different.

erspective

e A
The audience perspective is important and audience “wants,” as revealed in market research,
should be blended with current “needs” for information. When a news organization considers
only audience “wants,” though, it is apt to do a “historycast™ of yesterday’s concerns rather than
a “newscast” of today’s issues. The concerns of the day ebb and flow with human events that rise
and fall like waves on the sea. Often people “want” to know more about something after they
first hear of it, but never before. That is not to discount the importance of market research. You
need to know what general areas concern your audience. But news is a combination of informa-
tion “wants” and “needs,” each of which has to be satisfied for the audience to be both attracted
to and informed by a newscast.

People use news programming in several ways. Research has demonstrated that while the
news is on, people ignore it, concentrate on it, argue about it, agree with each other about it, use
it to isolate themselves from others or to bring a family together in a mutual viewing group
activity. They do virtually everything when the TV is on that they do when it is not. They rarely
just sit and watch it for hours. Rather, they engage and disengage selectively almost minute by
minute as the pictures in the box and the events in their personal world spin around together.

Theorists talk about news providing “surveillance” needs to those who consume it. In our
culture, for others to perceive us as an informed, “with it,” knowledgeable person, we read the
paper each morning (actually, scan it quickly) and usually tune into a newscast or two on radio or
television. We then have snip-its of knowledge to use in conversing about the concerns of the day
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at work and in our social world. We can come across as bright and informed rather than out of
touch and dull. We maintain “surveillance” on the concerns of the day and thus are part of the
dynamic of contemporary life.

Thus, to much of the audience, news means a few minutes a day catching up on things to use
to impress others positively, as well as for any other purpose. News is our common currency of
the world and how we fit into it. What’s more, how people define “news” is highly variable. Some
think of crimes of violence as news, and the daily process of politics more as boredom than as
“news.” We tend to be captivated by sensationalistic events and disasters even though our long-
term quality of life is affected more directly by the visually dull activity within the walls of state
legislatures and congressional offices.

With overpowering pictures driving the visual media, television news often concentrates on
what is titillating but not necessarily all that important in the course of life for most Americans.
The combination of information about reality and entertainment values, often distortional in
nature, has become known as infotainment. Within that context, the journalist has to keep in
mind the audience’s perspective. It exists uniquely apart from the journalist’s own world of shift
work and obsessive consumption of current events. And journalists and the audience alike must
recognize that the way a story is covered can misrepresent the reality.

Crime CoVerage

Many newscasts emphasize crime coverage because audience research indicates people are con-
cerned about crime. Some news consultants have encouraged their station clients to lead with
crime whenever possible and emphasize crime coverage. This may be a factor in the public per-
ception of crime. When crime stories are shown almost every night, crime may appear to be worse
than it really is. The news content and the market research may exist in a kind of symbiotic
relationship wherein one feeds the other. If television news focuses continually on violent crime,
people may become more concerned about it. If people are more concerned about crime, station
audience research may reveal that worry. The research findings then may be used to foster more
crime coverage as the station attempts to cover news of interest to viewers based on audience
research.

Television is a medium driven by the picture. Only certain kinds of crime play well on
television. White-collar crime is dull. Shots of bank building fronts, computer screens crammed
with data, and a short sequence of some accountant being walked to a police car with a coat over
his handcuffs isn’t all that exciting. Much more visually interesting is a stick-up of a convenience
store. Now the visuals have power, with the store lights glaring out into the night, cop cars in
front with strobe lights flashing, perhaps a broken window, and a body in the street or crumpled
behind the counter. Yet, the convenience store story affects few people, and the embezzlement
story could have cost thousands of people their savings. In the 1980s the U.S. Savings and Loan
industry was rocked by a kind of white-collar crime in the form of junk bond manipulation that
caused serious financial problems for thousands of financial institutions and millions of investors
whose savings were at-risk.

In the television business, footage of stick-ups, gang wars, and other violent acts is called
“bang, bang” news. These things tend to happen in lower socioeconomic areas. When station
formats emphasize street-variety violent crime, they reinforce social stereotypes. Night after night
the poor and disenfranchised are seen as being the criminal element, and some racial groups over-
represented in pictures of those arrested, being led down halls to court in chains, and paraded



CHAPTER 4 News Selection 105

about the criminal justice system. Yet the economic conditions, not race or ethnic origin, are what
fosters crime.

The journalist has to consider how accurately the society at large is reflected in the daily
newscast. White, middle-age accountants convicted of embezzlement and Black gang members
convicted of robbing a convenience store at gunpoint have one thing in common: They are crimi-
nals. Yet we see much more daily coverage of the latter than the former, because they and their
misdeeds make better pictures on television. To equalize the pressure to provide good “pictures”
that will draw and satisfy an audience and at the same time provide usable information to that
audience is an intricate balancing act.

News judgment is just a two-word phrase. But it incorporates a vast complexity of self-
examination, audience awareness, and strong ethical perspective.

HARD VERSUS SOFT NEWS

The two most classical distinctions are between hard news and soft, or feature, news. Hard news
is what people expect to see and hear. It is the news they need to know to get along in life from
day to day, news that helps them decide which course of action to take or that affects them finan-
cially, physically, or in some other important way. Hard news tells about rate hikes in utilities,
property tax increases, important Senate action, and major crime in the community.

Soft news is optional to most audiences. It is news they might enjoy hearing but could live
without, such as a report on how a local television newswoman learns to belly dance, how more
male CPAs are growing beards these days, the Rhode Island man who pushes a peanut up the
sidewalk to pay off an election bet, or how local school teachers are exercising three times a week
until semester’s end. These stories may contribute to our awareness of social or community trends
or to our understanding of how events affect us. If they serve either of these functions, they are
justified, but not if they replace stories we really need to know. The distinction between soft and
feature news is important to recognize. Chapter § provides further discussion of feature news.

L S

The lead, or first story in the newscast, must be the biggest story of the hour — the event that
merits special attention because it is the most important. The lead story may be obvious some days
and obscure on other days when several big stories are breaking. Generally, you can solve the
problem by asking which story affects or interests the most people in your audience. Sometimes
the choices can be tricky.

Imagine that the state utility commission raises utility rates in your community, meaning you
will pay more to heat and operate your home. The same day, police announce the fifth rape-
murder to occur in your neighborhood within the last three months. Which story should be the
lead? Only you can answer the question, based upon your knowledge of community interests and
concerns. Ordinarily the rate hike might lead the newscast, but the unusual number of violent
crimes may have created an issue of personal safety that would make the rape-murder story more
important to your audience.

In the absence of such finely cut decisions, hard news generally takes precedence as the lead
story at most stations. Whatever you decide to go with as the lead story, you always should lead
with the most current developments.
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Local news usually is placed first in the newscast unless it is obviously overshadowed by impor-
tant regional, national, or international developments. The show builds from the lead story, with
similar items grouped together. If you lead with a crime story, you don’t jump immediately to a
story about plans for a new shopping center in your area even if it is the second most important
story in the newscast. Instead, a “buffer” will smooth the flow of the news—a story from district
court, for example — followed by the shopping center story. Except in the shortest radio
newscasts, you should avoid a line-up that groups stories from most to least important in 1-2-3
order. In doing that, the newscast would become progressively less interesting, and the audience
progressively more bored.

Most television producers operationalize a concept called thematic blocking. In grouping
similar items together, they use whatever logical thread seems to connect stories. That can mean
grouping by subject, geography, or just about any other device that helps tie stories together. This
will be discussed later in Chapter 14. Suffice it to say, thematic blocking helps the audience digest
the avalanche of news of the day by putting it into story groupings that flow into and out of one
another easily. Thematic blocking also helps increase the story count in the newscast. Short anchor
readers can be slipped in among other stories to help make the transitions that bolster the feeling
that a lot of news is included.

Some producers attempt to give each segment of a newscast the emotional flow of an entire
newscast. By that we mean that they begin each segment with a strong lead kind of story. That
lends importance and energy to the beginning of the segment. Then you move through a series of
stories of lessening drama but still plenty of substance. Finally the segment ends with a positive

Dozens of elements in the newscast finally come together as the technical director and others orchestrate
pictures, graphics, live shots, voice-over copy, natural sound, music, studio presentations and electronic
effects.
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story or, at the least, the final story in the segment ends with a positive tone. It’s similar to a
newscast with a strong front end of dramatic news, lessening emotional power toward the middle,
softer more enjoyable material in the form of sports and weather, and then a final “kicker” story
to end positively.

The emotion of newscast blocking must be considered. If a newscast is full of depressing
information — story after story of tragedy, violence, people dying — it becomes something to
punch out of, not tune into. People will put up with only so much negativism in their lives, and
then they seek positive reinforcement. That is not to say you should avoid putting in news that is
important, just that you be sensitive about its effect on the audience. This is particularly impor-
tant since invention of the television remote control. When people had to get up and walk six feet
or so to change channels, they did so only when they felt strongly about what was on. With the
“clicker,” though, churning through the channels has become a kind of national recreation. Losing
a viewer is easy, and in the ever more fragmented mass media world, that’s the last thing you want
to do. Therefore, newscasts are produced increasingly with an appreciation for the way viewers
may receive the information and react to it.

N ]
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NSCAST CONTENT
ST
The time available in a newscast should be used for stories of substance. Stories to avoid include
minor robberies, minor crime, fender-bender traffic accidents, suicides, minor court decisions, and
small fires. Each of these examples may have special properties on a given day, however, that
make it special enough to include in the news. A minor traffic accident becomes news if the driver
lost control because he saw a nude sunbather.

SPOT NEWS

A spot news story is an event that breaks out, day or night, without warning. As you begin your
career in broadcasting, you may find yourself covering a variety of spot news — the fires, hold-
ups, car wrecks, plane crashes, drownings, and murders that occur from time to time in almost
any community. Gradually you will learn that news doesn’t change. Only the names change. The
same stories return day after day, year after year. The stories often are accounts of violence, and
they will leave some people in your audience cold. Still others in your audience will be interested
in these events. Listeners or viewers in your audience may have witnessed a car-train collision and
will be eager to learn what happened. Others in the audience may be vitally interested in hearing
about the third hold-up in as many days at the mom-and-pop grocery just down the street from
where they live. Some spot news is momentous: a million-dollar warehouse fire, a major drug
raid, a train derailment, flash flooding, and grain elevator explosions. Other spot news barely
qualifies for the title and requires unusual angles to make it airworthy.

In general, as you make judgments about spot news, ask yourself what lifts the story out of
the ordinary. Try not to waste precious air time reporting minor-injury accidents, inconsequential
fires, and $25 hold-ups. Many reporters are satisfied covering only the what of events. Others go
beyond surface coverage whenever possible and ask why events occurred and what consequences
are likely. These questions help the reporter probe for the cause of stories. This is not to imply that
you should become a crusading journalist, only that you should go beyond the symptom of a
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problem (the grain elevator explosion) and
get to the cause (lax safety standards that
surround the handling of grain dust). When
people are aware of problems, they can
address the causes.

Many stations keep vehicles in the field
to cover spot news. These remote vehicles
can be cars, station wagons, or vans
equipped with two-way radios and, in the
case of television, videotape gear and live
broadcast capability. In-car monitors and
two-way contact with assignment editors
back at the newsroom assure continual
awareness of reports from fire, police, sher-
iff, highway patrol, and other government
agencies in the community. Mobile news
reporters often can reach the scene of spot
news within minutes if they are in good field
position to begin with.

Whether minor spot news is a legitimate
component of your newscast is a value judg-
ment. Many people in your audience will
want and expect to hear it. Others will won-
der why you bothered with it in the first
place. Somewhere in most of us lies a source
of morbid fascination with the disaster and
mayhem that befalls others. Often, when we
disavow our interest in such events, we still
secretly like to know about them and will lis-
ten in spite of ourselves. Almost always,
pedestrians turn to watch as an ambulance
goes by with sirens blaring and red lights
flashing.

Spot news is only one component of
broadcast journalism, however, and never
should dominate the news line-up or upset
the balance of an otherwise representative
report of the day’s events. Momentous events
occur by the thousands each day all over the
world. Is the car wreck at Fifth and Main
one of them?
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E SOURCES

g T
Tools of the broadcast writer include reference materials. No newsroom should be without at least
the minimum references.

B City directories help locate people, their addresses, and telephone numbers. People not
listed in telephone directories might be found in the city directory. This reference is especially
useful when you are trying to contact someone near the scene of a fire or an accident for eye-
witness information. Most city directories also provide cross-sections by name, address, and
telephone number. This enables you to locate individuals even if you know only their address
or telephone number and are unsure of their name.

B Computer databases provide quick answers to many questions. Census data, articles from
various publications, and encyclopedias are just some of the material available on databases.

B Lists of radio and television stations in the region are helpful when you need audiotape
or videotape feeds from locations outside your immediate geographic area.

B Pronunciation guides are essential references for state and local pronunciations, as well
as national places and names. If you have any doubt about a given word, you can look up the
word in these references.

B Out-of-town telephone directories help you locate people and agencies outside your
immediate area.

B Uniisted telephone numbers and frequently called numbers can be listed to speed the
reporting process. Such a file of numbers contains many numbers that aren’t listed in the
phone book — a police dispatcher’s private line and the home number of a competitor sta-
tion’s news director, for instance — and that may be unavailable from other sources on a
moment’s notice. (Of course, unlisted numbers are not to be given out to anyone except those
who are authorized to use them.)

B Public officials and agencies comprise another reference source, listing position held,
political affiliation, pertinent telephone numbers, political record of official involved, function
of agency, and the like. Most states have a “Blue Book” directory listing congressional repre-
sentatives by name, party, terms held, office address, and telephone number. These directories
are helpful when you must quickly learn as much as possible about a public official.

B Dictionaries, of course, are indispensable to any writer. Besides an up-to-date dictionary,
you may want a dictionary of synonyms, a thesaurus, and even a book of famous quotations
as a stimulus on days when you suffer from uninspired writing.

B Newspapers and news magazines help you keep abreast of local, regional, state, national,
and international news. Most newsrooms subscribe to local and state newspapers and at least
one or tWo news magazines.

B \eiwsroom radio monitors and television monitors to help keep tabs on the competition
and as a check against your station’s news coverage. Monitoring the competition keeps you
alert to any stories you may have missed in the day’s news coverage.
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Name

Exercise 4-A

Date

Selecting the News

Write a broadcast news story from each set of facts. Pick the most newsworthy elements. If the
facts do not warrant a news story, say so, and explain why not.

1. The 50th annual National Social Science Convention will begin tomorrow at the city’s con-
vention center. Approximately 2,000 professors of social science disciplines from most of the
nation’s colleges and universities will be represented. Research papers and discussion on inno-
vative teaching methods will be emphasized at the convention. Keynote speaker for the open-

ing banquet will be Dr. Bill Cosby. Sessions will begin with the banquet Thursday evening and
last until noon Sunday.

2. Tony Kinney and Anne Michaels will receive the Society for Professional Journalists/Sigma
Delta Chi award for outstanding contributions to journalism in the state at the annual press
association meeting next week. Kinney and Michaels uncovered a $25 million land fraud dur-
ing an invesrigative reporting series last fall. The reporters also have been nominated for a
Pulitzer Prize, the first nomination by a Central Valley newspaper in 20 years.
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3. A local cement contractor has fired all of his employees who went out on a wildcat strike yes-
terday. Jones Cement Co. has notified all workers who refused to come to work today that
they are not to report to work again. Elbert R. Jones, owner and president, told reporters at a
news conference this morning that he will advertise in the local newspapers and broadcast
media for a full crew of 35 persons to start work Monday.

4. The Cashway grocery store was robbed of $3,500 today. Police have arrested Tom T. Wilbur
and Susan T. Sprague on suspicion of first-degree armed robbery. Sprague has no previous
record, but Wilbur has served time in the state penitentiary previously for theft over $500.
They live at 3445 15th St. Late this afternoon they were charged with first-degree armed rob-
bery by police after Ralph T. Simpson, manager of the grocery store, picked them both out of
a police line-up.
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Name

Exercise 4-A

Date

Selecting the News (continued)

5. Mrs. Jolene Smith was elected president of the Central Valley Chamber of Commerce last
night. Mrs. Smith has been a member of the Chamber for 12 years. She is the first Black
woman president in the 48-year history of the chamber. Mrs. Smith is owner of the Campus
Book Shop. She and her husband, Stan, moved to Central Valley 15 years ago from Min-
neapolis. The 42-year-old Mrs. Smith has two children attending Central Valley University —
Tom, a 19-year-old sophomore, and Ted, an 18-year-old freshman. She will be installed at the
Chamber’s annual banquet next Thursday at the Varsity Inn.

6. United Fund Executive Director Paul Simmons said today that Henry Brown will head this
year’s fund drive that begins in October. Goals for the new year will be set by the executive
committee at its next meeting. Brown is president of the Union National Bank and a former
state senator.
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7. Search for 10-year-old Betsy Dill was called off this morning when the child’s mother, Mrs.
Rowene Dill, called police to say an aunt had called to say that Betsy had come to spend the
weekend. Police had been searching the canyon near the Dill home at 4234 Western Drive.

8. The state highway budget was approved by the legislature yesterday. The $87 million budget
contains funds for three new four-lane highways in the state. One of the highways will be a 10-
mile stretch of U.S. 287 that runs through Central Valley. $18.6 million was appropriated for
construction to begin on that section. Additional funds from next year’s budget will be
required to complete the project, according to Stan Cass, highway director. The governor is
expected to sign the bill, an executive office spokesman said.
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Name

Exercise 4-B

Date

Prioritizing the News

Write news stories from the following facts. If, however, you think the facts are not newsworthy
enough to write a story, tell why not. If you could choose five of the following ten stories for
tonight’s five-minute radio newscast, which five would you include?

1. The Board of Realtors met in its monthly meeting last night at Upton’s Steak House. The real-
tors discussed the finances for the group. Considerable discussion was held concerning the
current spiraling interest in real estate, according to Mike Adams, president of the group.

2. A majority of the House Ways and Means Committee is tentatively supporting a proposed $10
billion income tax increase. This is well below the $24 billion tax increase the President asked
for. The committee’s proposal contains a $4 billion rollback in social security taxes that the
President’s package does not include. Rep. Al Ulman, D-Oregon, has been pushing the com-
promise bill. He believes he has the necessary votes to get it out the committee, but “there isn’t
total unanimity among the Democrats,” he said. He hopes the committee will approve the bill
sometime the early part of next week.
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3. Preliminary results from the Democratic precinct caucuses in Collins County resulted in 382
delegates selected to the county assembly next Saturday. The assembly will be held at the high
school auditorium. About two-thirds of the delegates chosen were uncommitted. The present
lieutenant governor received only three delegates in support of his candidacy.

4. Gov. Ted Locke vetoed the state legislature’s major air pollution bill today, terming it
“unworkable,” but saying the necessity for rejecting the measure was “tragic.” He said he
feared if the bill went into law, it might conflict with federal requirements and could lead to
federal takeover of the state program. The Democratic governor failed to mention that in this
election year the measure was supported and passed by the Republican-controlled legislature.



CHAPTER 4 News Selection 117

Name

Exercise 4-B

Date

Prioritizing the News (continued)

5. Robert R. Rankin, 63, chairman of the board at Union National Bank, died at Central Valley
Memorial Hospital early today of heart disease. Private funeral services will be held at Good-
win Funeral Home Wednesday. Rankin stepped down as bank president three months ago but
retained his position as chairman of the board. He had planned to retire from that position at
the end of this year.

6. Dedication activities for the new mall have been postpened because of the 12-inch snowstorm
that hit Central Valley yesterday. They have been rescheduled for next Saturday.
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7. Two area women have been charged with three counts of vehicular homicide. The charges
come from a car accident in which a man and two of his children were killed. Charged in the
Collins County District Court were Melody S. Melanson and Tina Lou Lambert, both of 501
Maple St. They also are charged with leaving the scene of an accident. The accident occurred
four miles south of Central Valley on U.S. 287 and Hatchell Road.

8. An autopsy report has determined that the two DiVece girls killed in last week’s rape/murder
case in Central Valley died as a result of severe head injuries. Both girls were sexually molested,
the report showed. Investigators continue to search for a male suspect, approximately six feet
tall with medium complexion, who was last seen with the girls a couple hours before their
deaths. Ann DiVece and her sister Melinda had gone to the Spartan Hotel Lounge. Witnesses
saw them leave with the suspect in a light brown sedan about 2 a.m. Their bodies were found
early the next morning on a deserted road near the lake.
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Name

Exercise 4-B

Date

Prioritizing the News (continued)

9. The FBI may bring charges in a ten-state prostitution ring uncovered first in Lexington, KY,
according to the Kentucky state FBI director, Arthur Beel. About 70 prostitutes are thought to
be involved, with 18 of the 70 suspected of managing the operation. Indictments are expected
sometime tOmMOrrow.

10. The discovery of a 60-70 foot Sauropod dinosaur in New Mexico close to Las Vegas “will
add to our knowledge about the geographic distribution” of dinosaurs. No dinosaur of this
age had been discovered as far south as New Mexico, according to paleontologist Dr. Robert

Kuner. It was discovered in an arroyo by a class of students from the University of New
Mexico.
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Nome Assignment 4-A

Date

Choose a TV station you respect, and log all the stories broadcast in a normal half-hour news
broadcast.

STATION YOU WATCHED: Channel
Call Letters

After completing the log of stories on the next page, determine the percentage and actual broad-
cast time of:

Hard news (percent) %
(length) minutes

Soft news  (percent) %
(length) minutes

News you consider essential to know about:
(percent) %

(length) minutes

News that would affect the audience in some way, whether financially, physically or emotionally:
(percent) %

(length) minutes
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Newscast Log

Hard News Soft News Essential? Affects
Story # Length (check) (check) (check) Audience?
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Name

Assignment 4-B

Date

Developing a Beat

Develop a campus reporting beat that you will visit at least once a week for four weeks. Each
week, as a standing class assignment, write at least one story suitable for broadcast from the beat
source you visit, and submit to your instructor the copy you generate. You will need to visit the
beat source in advance, introduce yourself, and secure permission to stop by weekly. You should
need only a few minutes each week to question your beat source about recent happenings, with
perhaps another one-half to full hour to go through records and other documents as you research
facts for your stories. Possible beat sources are listed below, with additional spaces provided for
other beat sources in your area.

University Police Office School Governing Board

University College Deans Vice President for Academic Affairs
University Housing Office Vice President for Business

Student Union Director Vice President for Student Affairs
Panhellenic Council President’s Office

Bookstore Manager Physical Plant

Student Government Other (please identify)

Religious Organization(s)

Health Center

Research Center
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If you have any interest in people to begin with, you can stick a pin in
the map. go there, and find an interesting story.
Charles Kuralt, retired CBS news correspondent

Features

eople fascinate people. We imitate them, listen in on their conversations, secretly admire

their accomplishments and watch in awe at their goings-on. What is it about people that

“tickles our fancy” so much? For one thing, we all share a sympathetic interest in what life
does to us and for us. At newstime we don’t listen to the news and watch it only for the big stories
of the day. We want to hear the “little happenings,” too — the scandal, the gossip, the humor in
the lives of others. The news is full of stories every day about heroism, tragedy, greed, winning
and losing — events that lead broadcast journalism so naturally to the feature story.

Features are stories about people and things that interest people. They are stories your
audience can feel something about and become involved in — stories that entertain and inform.
They help keep life in perspective by showing us how other people cope with life, and sometimes
they remind us that life isn’t all bad news after all. The feature story is one means of imposing
balance in newscasts that otherwise would be primarily about things gone wrong.

VERSUS STRAIGHT NEWS STORIES

If you are alert to life, interested in people and the things they do, you can identify dozens of
potential features. Most important is your ability to supply a fresh perspective to events that seem
common and ordinary to the average person. The mark of any creative writer is to see the unusual
in the commonplace. It is a capability that comes from learning all you can about everything in
life, and from an intense interest in other people. Feature stories have come to be defined as soft,
“non-news” stories about subjects such as lace-making in Denmark or the man down the road
who still plows with mules. The true sense of a legitimate feature story, however, incorporates not
only the concept of hard news stories told through people but also what New York Times writer
Bill Carter calls the serious journalistic treatment of highly emotional, personal stories.

125
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Legitimate feature stories speak
to subjects of universal interest and
concern, and they allow broadcast
audiences a way to care more about
“the facts” than they would about a
traditional fact-based story crafted
solely from the reporter’s words. The
story about an elderly New York
woman who takes in heroin-addicted
babies and helps minister to their
mothers may say more about how a
community addresses drug abuse and
rehabilitation, and how ineffective
government programs have become,
than a facts-only story about the num-
ber of drug-addicted babies born each
year in New York.

The difference in writing straight
news and features is basically one of
approach. The straight news story usu-
ally follows the four W’s approach:
who, what, when, and where. Feature
reporting also covers the four W’s, but
often it deals also with the “why” of
the story and tries to speak to the con-
sequences of events. Consider first the
following straight news story.

The basic difference in the two stories is one of approach. The first story has a standard news
approach that tells about inflation in abstract figures. The second approach, the feature story, tries
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to evoke some human emotion as it focuses on a single family to illustrate the consequences of
inflation.

A COHE‘ RSATION WITH NBC CORRESPONDENT
JOHN LARSON!

John Larson looks for the little details that many other jour-
nalists miss in their reporting, just one trait among many that
give his work its singular style. In his first year with NBC, he
received a national Emmy for “Dateline NBC’s” coverage of
the Houston floods and also received a regional Emmy for
his report on gun control. Prior to joining “Dateline NBC,”
Larson worked as a general assignment reporter for KOMO,
Seattle, Washington (1986-1994). While there, his reporting
garnered many awards, including 13 regional Emmys for Best
Reporter, Best Hard News Reporting, Best Breaking News
Reporting, and Best Investigative Reporting, in addition to
awards in other categories. He also received 1989 and 1991
UPI National Broadcast Awards for Best National Feature
Reporting for his work at KOMO.

Previously, Larson worked at KTUU-TV, Anchorage, Alaska, serving as News Director and
Anchor (1983-1986), Assistant News Director and Reporter (1982-1983) and Anchor/Reporter
(1980-1982). During that time he received a Cine Golden Eagle Award for Best Television
Documentary of 1983 for his work on “Iditarod ‘83,” a chronicle of the 1,000-mile Alaskan trail
sled dog race. Larson began his journalism career as a stringer for the Boston Globe in 1979. He
graduated from Colgate University with a Bachelor of Arts degree in 1975.

In the following interview, Larson talks about television news and his approach to the report-
ing process.

NBC News Correspondent
Jobn Larson

m Some journalists drive by some of the stories you report without ever seeing them. What
accounts for your ability to identify the often overlooked story and pinpoint its larger meanings?

m The first step, of course, is that I look for them — the stories, and their larger mean-
ings. I discovered years ago how some reporters use detail to tell powerful stories. John McPhee
of New Yorker Magazine, or John Hart, formerly of NBC News, would use small, carefully
chosen details to craft extraordinary stories. They frequently collected these details from everyday
people, interviews other journalists might not take time to do. The result — their stories came
alive with fresh, meaningful detail.

Following their example, I began looking inside my stories for telling details. I think of them
as “small truths® — the things people say, a daughter’s nickname, the shape of a scar, the
platoon’s motto — anything that might reflect greater meaning. While covering a story about an
Army battalion leaving for the Gulf War, for example, KOMO photographer Mark Morache and
I focused only on the soldiers’ final ten minutes with cheir families, specific conversations that

Used by permission. Copyright © 1995 by John Larson.
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spoke of duty and the price of patriotism. The same month, KOMO photographer Bill Strothman
and I did a story about reactions to the Gulf War by listening to conversations in one elevator,
during one trip to the lobby.

I began reporting in Anchorage, Alaska — a wonderful city, rich with stories. It was a small
market, and I was assigned a lot of small stories: city hearings, local political races, fund-raisers,
etcetera. I learned that when I pay attention to detail, small stories tel! me much about who we
are — our beliefs, frustrations, ambitions, values. I learned that small stories often illustrate bigger
stories. Once I began looking for details and small truths, everything changed. I looked at stories
differently. I looked for stories other reporters weren’t looking for. I asked different questions.
I looked at videotape and listened to recorded sound differently. I accepted that talented
photographers and videotape editors hold keys to powerful television.

m Many of your stories and the people in them linger in the mind long after your reports are
aired. What practices do you follow to make your stories so memorable?

First, I try to take time to have regular “What if?” conversations with people I
respect. For example, I’ll be talking with a colleague about covering government stories, and one
of us will wonder, “What if we did a story about one piece of legislation from the point of view
of the piece of paper? Who touches it? Who gets copies? Who changes it?> Why?” Or we’ll be talk-
ing about covering crime and we’ll wonder, “What if we did a story about crime, not about the
most immediate victims, but about people who live next door to crime scenes? What would that
tell us about our city?” I’ve learned that memorable stories frequently begin at the moment of con-
ception, before I ever make a phone call or shoot a frame. And they are frequently the product of
“What if . . . ?” conversations with a friend, family member, editor, or photographer. Great ideas
produce memorable stories.

I look for stories that are most likely to produce memorable moments on videotape,
moments that will surprise the viewer or reveal a truth. A friend calls these moments “wow’s”
or “ah-ha’s.” A spontaneous moment on tape can involve viewers more than a reporter’s voice
or narration. Memorable moments allow viewers to participate and experience the story for
themselves.

[ look for what I call, “echoes”: characters, details, small stories that suggest higher themes.
For example, one child’s confusion speaks to the greater fear shared by flood victims. The details
of one man’s nightmare show us a real effect of an arsonist. I like to think powerful stories bounce
off the back wall of viewers’ living rooms and echo in their mind.

Such echoes are seldom literal. They remind viewers of something special that they know to
be true, a shared understanding. I look for universal themes such as aspiration, fear, pride, sorrow,
arrogance, in even the most common assignments. We are all players in the one, great story of
human existence. I try to remember the things we share, and look for them while I work.

I’ve found memorable stories are often the result of memorable effort. Good stories seem to
happen when I try hard, or care a lot. I have my own values and sensibility — the things that
make me who I am. When I bring them to work, my work gets better. When I get in touch with
my own curiosity, outrage, insecurity, or joy, my work gets better. I do not mean biases. I mean
passions, emotion, values.

m Some journalists and media observers dismiss the feature story as “soft” and anecdotal,
even though it might provide serious journalistic treatment of a subject and address larger issues.
What do you say to such critics?
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m Such media observers are not very observant. “Feature” is the way you tell a story,
not the subject matter or topic. Feature does not mean soft. I've done investigative features, break-
ing features, general news features. Feature reporting is the process of applying basic story-telling
techniques — character, setting, surprise, metaphor, plot — to daily news reports. For example,
instead of reporting the effects of a flood by concentrating on statistics, a feature reporter will fol-
low a family, moment by moment, as they return to their submerged neighborhood, allowing
detail to help viewers understand the extent of suffering.

m What is your definition of the legitimate feature story?

m I think legitimate feature stories share common characteristics. They are almost
always about people — strong, central characters. They usually offer a sense of place. They bring
special light or added depth to a topic. A legitimate feature should strike a familiar chord, or
“echo,” with the viewer. A legitimate feature also has several levels. As NBC correspondent Bob
Dotson has long said, good stories have a “story within a story.” It may, at first glance, be a
simple story, but as the story unfolds, it is really about something deeper. A story about a home-
less man trying to tune his radio becomes a story about confusion, mental illness, and losing one’s
way. Features are not frivolous. If a story is poorly focused, or just plain silly, then it doesn’t
matter what you call it. It’s just a poor story.

m In your opinion, what is the role of the feature report in television news?

Feature reporting — or as [ would prefer to call it, story telling — is essential to tele-
vision news. Story telling puts human faces in the news, not generalizations and stereotypes but,
rather, unique and unmistakably human faces. Headlines, by definition, must highlight and sim-
plify the news. Story telling delivers information and, in the process, reveals small truths about all
of us. It offers pieces of life. News can be so dehumanizing! Feature reporting — story telling —
stuffs humanity back into the headlines. It helps us understand each other better. It builds bridges
between people. Feature reporting reminds us who we are and who we want to be.

m What kind of interview sources make the best television? The best journalism?

m Good television and good journalism are not always the same thing. For the sake of
clarification, let’s say “good television” means good production technique and the elements of
good story telling: powerful pictures, rich sound, action, a dramatic story line, surprise, and
strong delivery. Good production techniques can apply to a situation comedy, a movie of the
week, or a news story. “Good journalism,” on the other hand, is about truth. It is penetrating,
elevating, moving. It helps us understand ourselves, our community, our world. I believe good
journalism brings us together, building bridges of understanding. The best interview sources for
television, just like the best television news stories, reflect both good journalism and goed pro-
duction technique. The best interviews are therefore surprising, informative, active, telling, and true.
I prefer that people I interview share their experience with the viewer, rather than discuss or
analyze it. People caught in the middle of a story unfolding before your eyes make terrific inter-
views: a flood victim piling sandbags on the river bank, a rancher rushing to secure his home
in the path of a wildfire. The best interviews are immediate — allowing both the person being
interviewed and the viewer to forget a television camera is present and tape is rolling.
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Let me state here what should be obvious: Television reporters must first be good journalists.
Whether they are good “producers” will determine how powerfully they tell their story. Spon-
taneity is key to good interviews, even in the most staged press conference. If you can’t control
which people you interview or where you interview them, make sure your questions are fresh,
sharp, engaging.

m Even when under deadline, how do you manage to avoid formula reporting (VO, bite, VO,
standup close, or a variation thereof)?

m I consciously work to avoid formulas and predictable reporting. Unfortunately, this
often means I have to work harder. People use formulas because they generally work. Formulas
get the basic job done with an acceptable amount of effort. However, formulas kill one of the
most powerful story-telling tools I have — surprise. Here are some ways I try to avoid formula
reporting:

I look for different perspectives and different “voices.” If other reporters are writing about
what the city council said, I might write about what the person sitting in the back row of the
city council heard. Jackie Shearer, who helped produce the memorable series on the American
civil rights movement, “Eyes on the Prize,” once told me she looks for the least powerful person
in the room, and tells his or her story. I try to avoid always telling stories from the official point
of view, that of the police chief, the politician, the bureaucrat, or the manager. The most power-
ful stories are frequently told from the perspective of the least powerful person, the least power-
ful voice.

I remember what surprised me, and then write my story to allow viewers to experience the
same surprise. For example, I once walked into a factory that had just gone out of business. It was
eerie. | was surprised how all the giant machines were silent and the people were gone. So I wrote
to that surprise, “The first thing you notice about the Rayonier Pulp Mill is the silence. . . .” Then
I was silent long enough for viewers to be struck by the silence, too. The silence probably sur-
prised them, made them curious, and helped them understand something important has been lost,
just like it had done to me.

Instead of always organizing my stories by the “facts,” I sometimes organize them by pic-
tures and sounds. Good pictures and sound can drive my writing decisions. A strong piece of
videotape can focus and simplify my story immensely. This often helps me beat the most brutal
deadline. The facts will still be there, but told a different way.

I try to take time, even under tight deadline, to ask for input. I ask photographers what they
think the story is all about, or how they think the story should begin. I’ll ask the subjects of my
story what they think the real story is, and I'm often surprised by their answers. I try to remain
open. I'll ask at the end of most interviews, “Is there anything I haven’t asked you about, anything
you just want to say?” Interviewees sometimes try to avoid the question, but I usually don’t let
them off the hook too easily.

m At what point in the reporting process do you begin to write your story?

m No surprise here. I start at the very beginning. I begin thinking of words, sentences,
observations, or anything that might help lead the viewer to the story just as soon as I understand
my assignment. [ call these lines “handles” — ways the viewer can become interested in the story,
and hang on. Handles are striking observations, details, ironies. I search for handles throughout
the story, and they help determine what to write.



CHAPTER 5 Features 131

I begin writing as soon as I can, even if it’s just an opening line or a section I know won’t
change during the day. I try not to set my writing goals too high at first. It just blocks me. I found
that once I get a few ideas down on paper, new and better ideas often follow. I rewrite through-
out the day — as I meet new people, see a great picture, or learn something. Pve learned not to
stop writing until I have to.

Some of my best writing is in the edit bays, right on deadline. I may have already written a
script, but then I see how pictures and sounds are falling together, and I know I need to rewrite
something right now!

E Your writing shows restraint and discipline. What tips can you share to avoid overwriting,
especially when dealing with abstract or complex issues?

First, find an editor. You must have a strong person to edit your writing. No excep-
tions. Before he moved to work at KATU in Portland, Gary Walker edited me expertly for years.
So did Janice Evans, who left for KUTV in Salt Lake City, Utah. Good editors bring out your best
work. If you tend toward overwriting, you may be protecting your favorite lines and soundbites
too much. Be ruthless. Drop anything that isn’t absolutely necessary. Remember, less is more.
Good writing has a tendency to disappear, drawing attention to the story and not to itself. Avoid
adjectives and adverbs when possible. Use nouns and verbs. And watch your verbs. Avoid the verb
“to be” in any form. Search for stronger verbs. Tighten your story’s focus by continually asking
yourself, “What is this story really about?” “Who really are my strongest characters?” “How am
I proving this story with sound and pictures?” Answer these questions, and your writing will be
clearer, stronger. Poor writing is often the result of unfocused thinking, not poor writing skills.
Keep paring your words and story line down until they are as lean as they can be. Again, be
ruthless.

E Often, you let the pictures, sound, silence, or even other people do the talking. What is your
philosophy about when to use the various writing instruments in television — words, images,
sounds, silences, actions, and bebaviors?

Pictures and sound — the argument of a farmer, a cry from the back of the room, the
sound of wood splitting — are the bricks I use to build stories. My words are mortar. Properly
used, pictures and sounds offer the most compelling television. When I first began reporting, I
inadvertently began organizing my stories by video. At the time, I assumed everyone did it this
way. I'd draw a vertical column of eight or so boxes in my notebook at the end of each day. Then
I’d write the name of a specific piece of good video or sound in each box: an airplane landing, the
sound of the wheels hitting the pavement, a soundbite with a pilot, and so on. Next I'd arrange
my video boxes, searching for the best order of pictures to surprise my viewer, and demonstrate
points I wanted to make in my story. I have since refined this practice somewhat, but I realize I
was doing things backward — organizing my stories by video instead of by editorial content. Yet,
this was giving me better stories than other reporters working the same story. I'd prioritize my
video first, then decide how my facts could follow. I wouldn’t omit facts, but I would let the video
drive my decisions of how to tell my facts. Interview sound, natural sound, silence, and pictures
all permit viewers to experience stories for themselves. I try to use words to guide viewers through
their own experience of discovery.

In some ways, I think learning to write for television is about learning when to shut up. I try
to be equally demanding of my words, sounds, soundbites, silences, and pictures. They all must
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support or advance a story, or be cut. I also use sound to punctuate sentences. Sound can be used
as an exclamation point (“Look out!”), comma (“On your mark,”), or ellipses (“I’ve always won-
dered...”). Some words of caution. Sound is not noise. I try to use only sound that advances my
story line or proves a point. Every story has a voice, a story teller who takes the viewer by the
hand. Usually it is the reporter/writer voice, but in “natural sound” stories, it is a main character’s
voice. Whoever it is, I'm careful not to confuse or lose that voice by mixing it with too much
sound or too many voices. This makes the viewer work too hard to follow the story.

E What criteria belp you determine when to stop writing words?

Practically speaking, I rarely put more than two sentences together without breaking
the sentences for sound. I always try to stop talking long enough to allow the sounds and pictures
prove whatever I’'m reporting. For example, if 'm writing about people waiting to buy tickets to
a big game, I shut up and let them wait for a while. I also choose words to deliberately set up a
rhythm, a cadence. I make sentences short when I want to build tension, immediacy. Just like a
preacher, a reporter can use the rhythms of a sentence, of his or her own voice, of a soundbite, or
the combination of all three to draw the viewer closer.

E Viewers often listen to television news rather than watch it. What do you do to belp keep
renewing the contract with viewers so they watch your reports rather than merely listen to them?

m A reporter once told me, “I wish I could just say to the viewer, come here and look
at this!” Well, why can’t you? I sometimes “call” viewers to the television set and challenge them.
For example, I’ve written, “If you’ve ever wondered how an 80-year-old man picks himself up
after losing everything he owns, take a minute and /listen . . . ,” and then I let him talk. I believe
you sometimes must strongly encourage viewers to give you their full attention: “She hoped she
would never see what you are about to see now . . .”or, “If you’ve listened to what Clara Wells
has been saying, you can guess what happened next.” I’m careful not to overuse this kind of writ-
ing. If the sounds and pictures don’t pay off with a memorable point, I’'ve abused it. Viewers and
news directors don’t like that.

m When you arrive at a story, what is the first thing you do?

m I search for a reason to care. I look for a character, a predicament, a quest, a telling
detail that will help me and my viewers care. When I’m on the scene, I look for people who have
strong stories to offer. I do not choose them because they are loud, colorful, or odd.

Once I find people who care, I try to be quiet and listen. I don’t interrupt them. I listen for
what they are trying to accomplish, or trying to understand. It may be a personal goal or quest of
some sort. They may be trying to fix a water hose, or get a message to someone. These small
details can help me tell a good story. When I'm at a breaking news story — a fire, a shooting —
I sometimes walk up to the front line, turn my back on the action, and look in the opposite direc-
tion. [ often find my story in the people who are there helping, worrying, caught up in the action.
Sometimes I'll close my eyes and concentrate on sounds. I've never found a great story in the
flames or body bags.

m What story elements do you look for throughout the reporting process?
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m I look for plot. I call it “quest” — any search, goal, task, or ambition I can build into
a story line. This can be something as simple as someone hoping to get to the head of the line at
a rock concert. I look for universal truths, “echoes,” or handles — details about the people in my
stories that my viewers will recognize as true and will help them care. This can be something as
serious as the saddest moment in a woman’s life, or something as simple as watching a child take
his first steps while waiting in an airport. I look for spontaneous moments captured on tape. They
are rarely what you set out to find, but they are exactly what happened and are often more inter-
esting than your original story idea. Then I try to make sense of the moments, putting them in an
order that helps people understand the greater meaning of the story, and allows them a sense of
participation. And last, but definitely not least, I look for a strong character. I give viewers a
reason to care about the character. A good character is more than a loud soundbite.

m When you cover stories, how do you put people at ease?

m In general, I try to treat people the way I would want my own family treated. I say
hello. I wipe my feet on the mat outside. I try to listen closely. I do my best to forget my deadline
and remember that I’'m a guest. I try to talk to them before the cameras arrive and, when possible,
after the cameras leave. All of this helps put people at ease.

Sometimes I try to let the photographer interview the people in my stories. People who are
not accustomed to being interviewed tend to freeze when a reporter shows up, wearing the suit
and tie. They tend to relax while chatting with a photographer. The photographer and I will dis-
cuss questions beforehand, and then the photographer can ask the questions while shooting
pictures of the subject doing something. Sometimes I'll purposefully walk away, telling the subject
to talk to the photographer while I do something else. It helps put people at ease.

I try to avoid sit-down interviews whenever possible. Sit-down interviews almost seem as
though they were designed to make people uncomfortable. If I must do a sit-down interview, I try
to be as casual as the situation allows, talking honestly with them, expecting honesty in return.
Some people have asked me, “How do you get people to trust you?” The question itself makes me
worry. I’'m not sure I trust a reporter who thinks trust is a way to get things. The best way to get
people to trust you, and I mean this, is to be trust-worthy. If you are worthy of the trust you ask
people to place in you, they tend to sense it and open up. Are you willing to walk away from a
story for the right reasons? If not, maybe you’re not to be trusted. Are you willing to withhold
something from your viewers to protect them [the interviewees] or their family from undeserved
pain? If you are, your interview subjects will begin to trust you. Take your reporter hat off and
put your human being hat on. Then burn the reporter hat.

m What interview settings do you most prefer?

I prefer interviews that take place while people are doing something — the victim of
a fire searching the ashes of her home, a Little League pitcher warming up before entering the
game. When people are doing something familiar, they are more likely to be relaxed. Don’t wait
for the big moment to start talking to people. Get a wireless mike on them as soon as you can.
Often the best comments are made while everyone is getting ready for whatever is supposed to
happen. Now that I’'m working for “Dateline NBC,” I'm doing a lot of sit-down interviews. In sit-
downs, I most like unexpected exchanges, unexpected discussions about off-topics, and moments
that allow the real face of the interviewee to be seen.
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m Documentary filmmakers have said one of their responsibilities is “stockpiling history.”
What do you most hope to accomplish as a television journalist?

m I’d like the body of my work to be filled with compelling, human stories, stories that
engage viewers’ hearts and minds. [ hope my work breaks stereotypes and puts uniquely human
faces in the news. I hope my work helps people care. I want to help keep the light burning.

m How do you want your stories to be remembered?

In Alaska, there’s an impossible-to-pronounce Eskimo word, “Qavlunaq,” which,
loosely translated, means “the movement of an unseen object.” It describes what happens when a
great fish swims just below the surface of the water, out of sight but very real. Eskimo fishermen
can sense a great fish’s presence by reading subtle changes in the surface tension of the water.

Id like my stories to be remembered as efforts to accurately cover the news of the day, and
something more — to report the movements of the unseen objects, the great fish that swim just
below the surface of daily news. Daily news stories are often stories of greater truths: greed, ambi-
tion, hope, desperation, humor, and faith. We all share these truths on one level or another. I hope
I have paid attention well, like the fisherman, and have noticed what is of value. I want viewers
to remember the people in my stories — their heart, backbone, humor. I’d like to be remembered
as someone who was grateful for the work, respected the people he met, and loved the stories they

offered.

TE THE FEATURE STORY

I’s been said, “There are no dull subjects, only dull writers.” Good feature writing presupposes
that you have an overwhelming interest in people. It is this interest in people — and sometimes in
places and things — that allows you to write interesting stories about almost any subject. Feature
writing by definition is a more personal form of journalism than most reporting, more intimate in
its expression, which in turn allows you more freedom to decide story treatment, emphasis, and
tone.

m WRITING HINTS

Few rules govern the style or form of features, but you will usually need some kind of angle if you
are reporting about subjects not well known to your audience. The angle can be as simple as an
emphasis on the unusual in which you give your audience a little surprise:

ﬂd«m He's just starting third grade and says by
' unusual there, except that Jonathan is 81, and
s without some “book learning.”

Besides your angle, you will need a treatment appropriate for the subject — a way to estab-
lish the tone of your story. As a feature writer, you are a story teller, a “show-and-tell” expert who
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During his tenure as On the Road reporter
for CBS News, Charles Kuralt elevated the fea-
ture story to the status of art form. His secret
was a blend of writing and pictures that formed
extraordinary reports of commonplace events.
In the following excerpt from an interview at
CBS News in New York, Kuralt was asked
about his ability to make commonplace events
so memorable.

Photo Courtesy of CBS News

S,

Charles Kuralt

It helps to be interested in the subject to begin with. I see the work of young reporters,
occasionally, who I’m sure are more interested in how their questions will come out than in
the subject. I think it helps not to come on like a big-time television personality. I think it’s
probably good advice to have more interest in the subject than you have in yourself when
you go out to a job.

I’ve found that if you hem and haw a little bit in asking your question, maybe even half
intentionally, it puts the fellow at ease, especially if he’s somebody who’s never been on tele-
vision before. What you’re trying to do, of course, is make him forget the necessary lights
and cameras and microphones and all that, and just be himself. And he’ll reach that state of
grace a lot faster, of course, if he’s not overwhelmed by this big shot standing there with a
microphone in his hand.

I try to keep myself in the background. Often I don’t even appear on camera. I think you
should appear on camera once in a while to remind people what you look like even if you’re
not very prepossessing, as I am not, but I hate to see young reporters end their brief reports
on camera. There’s always a better ending than that. Some little moment with which you can
leave the viewer to make him feel something about this story. He’s going to feel nothing
about this fellow standing on camera, ending his report and giving his name.

To the extent that you can in television, I think it’s a good idea to keep yourself in the
background — fulfill the old and honorable duty of the reporter, which is to be the person in
the back of the room taking notes.

Excerpted and edited from an interview conducted by Kuralt’s former associate radio news producer Don Kinney. Used with
their permission.
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draws in the audience by revealing, tidbit by tidbit, the fascinating story you have to tell. As a
story teller, you can drop straight news style and concentrate on what some writers call the anec-
dotal approach. In your story lead, you set up interest and make the audience hungry to learn
more of what you have to tell. Like the master story teller, you tease and delay (while still keep-
ing your story simple and concise) until finally you drop the punchline.

When you avoid typical news style, your writing can become more conversational, more
casual than usual. As your story unfolds, you reveal its various elements of human interest and
emphasize them for maximum audience interest and understanding of the larger issue about which
you are reporting.

A reporter reconfirms facts and gathers background information at a community meeting.
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Name

Assignment 5-A

Date

Writing Feature Stories

1. Research and write a feature story on one of the following topics, or a similar subject of your
choice. If you choose your own topic, secure permission from your instructor before develop-
ing the story.

B For your feature story, identify a strong central character who illuminates a larger
issue. Find individuals who build, strive, achieve, triumph, overcome, or otherwise distin-
guish themselves through their accomplishments. Be certain the person is engaged in com-
pelling, visual activities thar help to illuminate the central message.

B How streets are named in your community
I [» what ways people use laptop computers

B How fax machines have affected mail and express delivery services

2. Identify and list ten potential feature stories in your community. Write a 1/;-minute feature
story for broadcast on at least two of the topics you have identified. Imagine you have your
choice of visuals to work with.

Note: If you or other members of the class can shoot videotape and have
access to equipment, arrange to shoot and edit a visual piece to
accompany your script.

Arrange a day in class for presentation, discussion, and critique of your feature stories {and
videotape).

3. Watch feature stories on television. Determine which subjects, visual elements, word combina-
tions, and treatments make the best feature stories in your view. Discuss your findings in class.

To make this assignment more meaningful, invite a local reporter/photographer team to speak
in class on story coverage, and discuss how the news team covers feature stories.
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4. Get a county map of your area, select a location, go there, and dig out and write a story suit-
able for broadcast.

5. Using the classified ads from your newspaper, identify at least three subjects that would be
worthy of feature treatment. Using the classified ad as your starting point, write a feature story
suitable for broadcast.

Note: To fulfill this assignment, you will have to use in-field research, using
the ad as your starting point.

6. Compare the coverage of feature news on local stations with those on your favorite network
news. Identify common types of stories found on network news versus local news broadcasts.
Discuss your findings in class, along with a general discussion of the value of feature material
in local news broadcasts.
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Name

Exercise 5-B

Date

Kicker

Write a kicker (last story of the newscast that leaves the audience smiling) from the following
facts:

It’s bad enough, maybe, for anyone to be named “Pigg,” but it is especially difficult for police
officer Roland L. Pigg of Paducah, Kentucky. After much agonizing and a lot of trouble, Pigg
has legally changed his last name to “Page.” “People would either hang up or giggle when I
would answer the phone at headquarters,” he said, “because I would say, ‘Hello, this is Offi-
cer Pigg.” Someday, Page said, he would like to be chief of police, and he asked how it would
sound walking up to people and announcing, “Hello, there, ’'m Chief Pigg of Paducah.” He
said it would sound silly.

(WRITE YOUR STORY HERE IN BROADCAST STYLE)
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Name

Exercise 5-C
Date

Feature Writing

First write a straight news lead for each set of facts. Then write a feature lead. Finally, write a fea-
ture story for each set of facts.

1. Tim Parsons, 5-year-old boy, saw a squirrel in his back yard this morning about 8:30. He
chased the squirrel up his large pecan tree. Tim followed the squirrel as far as he could up the
tree, but the squirrel leaped into another tree in the neighbor’s yard. Tim had gone so far that
he was stuck. Firefighters were called at 9:45 a.m. to come get Tim out of the tree. Tim’s
mother and father were at work, but a babysitter, Ellen Ditmer, called the firefighters when she
couldn’t get him out of the tree.
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2. Police received a call yesterday to retrieve a stray pig. Mrs. Rose Watkins told police that she
was watering her front lawn when a pig appeared. When police arrived, however, the pig had
gone. Two people, Walt and Theresa Ray, had seen it heading for Central Ave. about LaPorte
St. Three squad cars were summoned to find the pig. About two hours later Patrolman Tom C.
Riley spotted the pig going into a vacant lot. He chased it on foot, tried to tackle it, but ended
up in the dirt. Two other patrolmen helped, and Riley finally cornered it near the fence in the
next yard. Riley suffered minor lacerations and a bruised thigh. The owner, E. R. Rucker, was
ticketed for letting a nondomestic animal run free in the city. The pig had slipped out an open
gate at the Rucker house.
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Name

Exercise 5-C

Date

Feature Writing (continued)

3. An accident at 1726 E. Roseberry caused approximately $21,000 damage to a service station
and two parked cars. The Valley View Mobil Station was damaged when Terry McClendon of
4050 Kingsville Ave. drove away from the station’s gas pumps and caught the loop of a hose
on the front bumper of her car, pulling the gas pump over and rupturing the gas pipes. Elec-
trical wires also were pulled loose, causing a fire that spread to three other pumps and a nearby
car of station manager Dale Philpot. Heat from the fire also caused heat damage to the car of
Ray Reguso. Damage to the station was estimated at $13,000, and to the Philpot car of
$2,500, and $500 to Reguso’s vehicle.
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4. More than 59,000 diamonds have been taken from North America’s only diamond mine in
Murfreesboro, Arkansas, since the first stone was found in 1906. The first stone was found by
John Huddleston, who owned the 78-acre field. Finders are keepers at the state park that is
now on the site. It was purchased by the State in 1972 after several unsuccessful attempts at
commercial mining. Finds have included the 40.42-carat Uncle Sam, the 34.25-carat Star of
Murfreesboro, and the 15.25-carat Star of Arkansas.
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Name

Exercise 5-C

Date

Feature Writing (continued)

5. House and Home magazine reports that sale of homes to singles is on the rise. Singles want a
tax break and a chance to build equity. The magazine indicates young singles are more mature
than those of the early 1980s, who flocked to singles-only apartments. Figures indicate a 34
percent increase in buying among this segment of the population today over ten years ago.
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athering news is the principal task of the news department. The actual news show is the

culmination of efforts by journalists at the station and around the world. Part Two of this

book provides a basic organizational structure to help you understand where each job fits
into the final newscast production. Who writes the news the anchor delivers on the evening news?
Who decides what stories to use and in what order they will appear? Who decides what network
news feed stories will be used? These are simple organizational questions that can help you under-
stand where you fit into broadcast journalism and how the process works. The major task of the
reporter is news gathering. Thus, two chapters are devoted to skill-oriented material that will help
you become a more proficient news gatherer. Another gives tips on interviewing, and the fourth
discusses how to use soundbites.




The best television news people in the country are journalists. We've gone
through two . . . people who were fantastic voicers . . . but didn’'t know a
damn thing about news . . . and the viewers knew it.

Albuquerque TV Newsman, Cliff Nicholson

Broadcast News
Organization

ocal market radio and television stations in the United States vary in the extreme from one-

person news departments to sophisticated operations with annual budgets of $30 million or

more. Almost all stations of any size subscribe to one news service, and sometimes as many
as two or three separate services. If the station uses only one news service, it may be a tip or
stringer service. A tip hotline may invite listeners to call in story tips for special recognition or a
small payment. Stringers report stories and may act as photographers, even though they’re not
employed by the station. Stringers are paid for each story they’re asked to generate, or in the case
of stories produced on speculation, payment is made only if the story is aired. Although the range
of jobs varies greatly from station to station, the most frequently encountered positions in broad-
cast journalism are somewhat similar in the medium- to large-market operations.

BROADCAST JOURNALISM

4.‘

News Director (or News Manager)

On the local level, the position of news director is the highest in the broadcast news field. The news
director must be a person with extensive news experience, administrative ability, and supervisory
experience. The news director, usually responsible to the station manager or program director, is in
charge of the entire news operation. In the smaller markets the news director may be called on
occasionally as an “on-air” personality. Most stations, however, discourage on-air performances
because the responsibilities call more for personnel management and policy decisions than news
reporting and presentation otherwise might allow. This position demands public relations ability, as
the news director frequently represents the station at large, attending public functions, answering
complaints about news coverage, or simply being a “personality” within the community.

149
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Many support personnel work bebind the scenes although the audience never sees them.

Exéecu roducer

The executive producer is usually the number-two person in a news department. The “E.P.,” as
this person often is called, normally is in charge of the on-air look of the newscasts, with super-
visory responsibilities over all the individual newscast producers, of which one usually is assigned
to each newscast the newsroom presents. The E.P. typically has substantial experience as a news-
cast producer and specializes in visualization of the day’s events. This person must be highly
skilled in graphic technology, video presentation, and television story conceptualization, as well as
blocking and executing complicated newscast programming.

News ucer

The news producer is responsible for the total look of a newscast, from content to the number of
items, story line-up, commercial breaks, timing and the most effective forms of story presentation.
The job requires expert knowledge of broadcast news and production techniques and requires
working with the newscasters, reporters, writers, camera operators, editors, and directors.
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The newscaster is the on-air personality who presents news to the audience. Some newscasters are
little more than announcers who read prepared news scripts, although in many newsrooms the
newscaster is a working journalist who helps write and prepare the news show. The newscaster,
also called “talent” or “anchor person,” often edits news copy, writes and rewrites stories. The
way in which newscasters are used in the newsroom is highly variable. Some are permitted little
editorial voice and others are central to the coverage and presentation decisions of the news
operation throughout the day. Some are merely readers whose sole function is as a presenter.
Others are truly anchors — solid journalists who also happen to be excellent on-air personalities.
The job varies greatly from one station to the next but usually is among the highest paid.

Assi t Editor

The assignment editor covers everything that happens. In touch with field crews by two-way radio
or cell phones, the assignment editor orchestrates coverage of the day’s news. Known at some
stations as the electronic news coordinator, this person assigns stories to reporters and photogra-
phers, lines up interviews, and handles news calls. Telephones ring, monitors blare with exchanges
between local police, fire and sheriff’s officials, and wire machines belch out copy. In addition, the
editor must study local newspapers, monitor the competition, deal with public relations practi-
tioners with story ideas, create a news file, and read the mail — all to find a new story or a dif-
ferent angle to a story.

In the midst of chaos, the assignment editor makes snap decisions about which stories of the
day will be covered and by whom. Throughout the day the assignment editor keeps tabs on which
stories have been covered, which are yet to be assigned, and which are in the process of being
covered. Obviously, the job demands expert knowledge of news and logistics. An assignment
editor from Chattanooga summed up his job by asking:

Who bears the greatest responsibility for a story, especially a malor story, being mmod% ‘-:’ ‘1‘?".
Upon whose news judgment does the six o'clock news depend the most2 Who works with T 8

the reporters the most? Who must be the most organized staffer in the ne_wm% ap U3
gets the least amount of public exposure? And whose job is the least transfera

market fo market2!

The reporter writes news and reports it, so a thorough understanding of broadcast news is essential
for this position. Much of the time, the reporter gathers and reports news from the field in the form
of “voicers” (stories recorded for later broadcast or voiced reports over videotape) and “stand-ups”
(on-camera reports delivered live from the field or recorded on videotape for later broadcast). Some
stations employ special assignment reporters who specialize primarily in one area of the news —
science, government, medicine — and others rely primarily on general assignment reporters, people
who are assigned to cover the news, whatever it may be, where it happens, and whenever it
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happens. The beat reporter follows a fixed routine each week covering police headquarters, district
court, the sheriff’s office, city council, and the planning and zoning commission.

Phe her

The news photographer shoots video and may operate live ENG equipment (see description of
ENG equipment later). At small stations, this person writes and reports news as well, but gener-
ally is restricted from such activity in union markets. The position requires extensive knowledge
of electronic and video equipment, sound recording, lighting techniques, news values, and creative
editing. Some news photographers like to be called “photojournalists,” “videojournalists,” or
“videographers.” Regardless of the trendiness of the title, this person captures the visual images
used in television news. The essential skills of photography in terms of shot composition, framing,
and sequencing are the same regardless of the medium used to store those images.

Although reporters and newscasters do much of the writing for newscasts, few large operations
can do without behind-the-scenes writers to help prepare the show. The news writer, also
frequently called an “associate producer,” is involved with everything from headlines to scripts,
from wire copy to original feature material. At other stations, newscast producers commonly write
much of the news show including story teasers, headlines, hand-offs, lead-ins to prerecorded video
news packages, not to mention many of the news stories in a typical newscast. The writer also
assembles finished reports from many sources: wire copy, telephone interviews, still pictures, and
VTR. In radio, the biggest demand for writers comes from stations that offer news 24 hours a day.
In television, writers are most in demand at stations that originate from one hour to an hour and
a half or more of news each day. Good writers tend to make good reporters and, assuming they
understand the complexities of broadcast news production, may struggle through the ranks to
become reporters and newscasters.

The ENG (electronic news gathering) coordinator has evolved since the development of portable
television equipment that fostered “live” broadcasting from the scene of news events. When live
broadcasting is done with remote trucks or vans, small microwave links must be established. It is
a complicated and sometimes time-consuming task that requires considerable television engineer-
ing knowledge and skill, as well as an appreciation for news coverage demands. Sometimes the
ENG coordinator is a former assignment editor or photographer, and other times an engineering
or production person who has gravitated toward the newsroom in career development. The ENG
coordinator works with the assignment editor and newscast producer to get the right equipment
positioned at the right place at the right time. Larger newsrooms usually have this specialist
on staff to relieve the assignment editor and newscast producer from yet another whole set of
complicated problems to resolve along with their regular news coverage responsibilities. In small
operations the job often is layered on top of the other responsibilities. ENG is the topic of
Chapter 9.
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Editor

Because television by its nature is visual, it eats up large quantities of videotape stories, all of
which must be edited. The VTR editor occupies a key position, as stories brought in from the field
must be edited into polished, professional presentations. The job requires specialized knowledge
of picture and sound editing.

Other positions related to production of the daily newscast include:
B newsroom secretary: handles incoming calls, general correspondence and clerical duties.
B sraphic artist: prepares graphics and other visuals to be used in the newscast.

B sound person: records and monitors sound during in-field videotaping and audio
recording.

BB lighting person: responsible for lighting news subjects and news events in the field.

B cngincer for live, in-field production: assures integrity of broadcast transmission signals
during live broadcasts of news events, or direct transmission of signals back to station for
recording and later playback.

B ficld producer: accompanies tape crews and reporters to oversee production of in-field
news coverage.

B ccscarcher: responsible for researching files, old photographs, film morgues, etc., during
generation of news stories, special reports and documentaries.

Other jobs that are related to newscast production but may not require knowledge of broad-
cast journalism include:

studio floor director

technical director

audio and video control

stage manager (also known as floor director)
set carpenter

electrician

studio camera operator

Figure 6-1 summarizes the overall organization of a typical broadcast station.

NOTES

1. Gene Pinder, “Assignment Editor
is One Tough Position,” RTNDA
Intercom 3, 12 (June 1986), p. 2.
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s WoildRBadioHisioryms

147}

OMI 1¥vd



CHAPTER 6 Broadcast News Organization 155

Name

Assignment 6-A

Date

1. Interview a broadcast journalist who holds the type of job you’re most interested in learning.
Find out how that person became interested in broadcasting and rose to the position he or she
now holds. Share pertinent comments with others in class discussion or record the interview
for playback in class.

2. Arrange to visit a radio newsroom to observe newsroom organization, typical staff duties, and
the delivery of an on-air broadcast. During your visit you may wish to question working jour-
nalists about their job responsibilities and seek advice about obtaining a job in broadcast news.
Prepare a report to share with the rest of your class.

3. As a class project, arrange to tour newsroom facilities at a local television station. Many sta-
tions prefer to conduct tours in the late evening when most of the news program has been put
together. Arrange to watch the actual news broadcast and talk with news personnel about job
duties, the job market, and other topics of interest to you.
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The trick is to conduct it in such a way the person forgets it's an inter-
view and has a conversation.
Bill Moyers, CBS Television

Art and Craft
of Interviews

nterviews are such an everyday part of broadcast journalism that we often take them for

granted, yet they represent an important way to spice up broadcast news with life and dimen-

sion. The interview is a reliable way to improve viewer and listener interest in your newscast,
provided it is honest, spontaneous, and conversational. As with most actualities, the best inter-
views are spontaneous, never stilted, rehearsed, or contrived.

In the range from simple entertainment to serious discussions, the most frequently heard
interviews are brief news or spot interviews. Throughout your career as a broadcast journalist,
you no doubt will conduct most forms of the interview at one time or another. Some interviews,
for example, provide a vehicle through which eyewitnesses can describe in their own words and
emotions the drama of hard news events. Someone who has just witnessed a helicopter crash or
escaped from a burning apartment house has a vitality of description few reporters could ever
match without becoming personally involved in the story.

Interviews may expose the sincerity or falseness of political figures as they speak their opin-
ions about important social issues. Interviews can entertain and inform us with intimate glimpses
of celebrities being themselves, children’s first frightened confrontations with department store
Santa Clauses, and talks with experts on every subject from the future of solar energy to para-
psychology. Interviews are powerful tools that contribute to broadcast news much of its immedi-
acy, mood, essential detail, expert interpretation of important events, and the kinds of
entertainment values that give zest to radio and television communication.

T RVIEWER

Good interviewing takes practice, sometimes years of it. The Bill Moyers, Ted Koppels, and
Barbara Walters of the world work hard at developing and maintaining their interview skills. If
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you want to become a skilled interviewer — the person who asks the right question!at the right
time, who consistently asks insightful questions, a journalist who can probe for honest answers
without offending — you will have to practice the art of interviewing. All prerequisites for suc-
cessful interviews presuppose that you come to the occasion thoroughly prepared, that you know
everything you can about the interviewee and the subject at hand. Few things kill an interview
more quickly than an interviewer who obviously is not knowledgeable or interested in the subject
at hand.

F GOOD INTERVIEWS

When you conduct an interview, you are the mind and mouthpiece of your collective audience.
You are responsible for asking questions your audience would ask if given the opportunity, seek-
ing clarification if the interviewee wanders, keeping the interview an exchange of information
instead of a conveyor belt of information from special interests (politicians seem to be especially
adept at delivering public relations material to your audiences in hard news form), andl pacing the
interview so it builds to a satisfying conclusion.

Interviewing is an art that builds upon another art, the art of listening. Many people, even
so-called professional interviewers, are so intent upon formulating their next question that they
fail to hear what the interviewee is saying. Honest responses to honest questions are the heart of
spontaneous interviews. You can kill the life of any interview quickly by concentrating 'so intently
on your next question that you fail to hear.

Broadcast journalists seldom have time or sufficient reason to write down every question
they intend to ask. A better method is to list on a note pad, by subject area, topics you’d like to
cover in the interview. Some journalists write down a few key words or the four or: five most
important questions they intend to ask. They store other questions or subject areas in tlhe back of
their mind in case the interview falters or fails to develop as they anticipate. Regardless of your
method, questions can never be prepared totally because interviews often develop spo Itaneously.
The attentive interviewer capitalizes on this situation.

Consider, for instance, an interview with a major oil company executive about rising energy
costs. The interview is to center on the price of gasoline, but as you will notice, the subject grad-
ually becomes federal energy policy.

Interviewer: ~ What will happen to the price of gasoline over the next five- to ten-year period?

Executive: Well, I think the price can be well over two dollars a gallon by 2000.|As prices
move up above two dollars, you will see an enormous impact on the average Amer-
ican family, because gasoline then becomes the major factor in the famil}" budget.

Interviewer: How major?

Executive: Already people are spending more on the family car, out of their total budget, than
on food, and this really appalls me. ‘

Interviewer:  Some people might think that oil interests would be delighted over the prospect of
an ever greater share of America’s disposable income.

Executive: That’s not the point. If energy is truly short, as I believe it is, we have two alterna-
tives to control its use. One is laws and regulations that control cars — force
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people to use more fuel-efficient cars. The other is not to try to effect fuel savings
with laws and regulations; instead, let prices increase radically so people have to
control their own rates of consumption. This approach in effect creates voluntary
rationing. Oil profits then would dip slightly or stay about the same, assuming
gasoline use declines below current levels.

Interviewer:  Still, you might enjoy current levels of profit from fewer sales. Doesn’t that amount
to higher profits just as it would if you were to increase sales and, therefore,
profits?

Executive: No. We need those profits to invest in new explorations, to find new energy
reserves, and we need profits, too, so we can research new energy alternatives.

Interviewer:  You mention energy alternatives. What specifically?

Executive: In Nebraska they have a program to mix 10 percent alcohol, made from corn, in
their gasoline mix. If this works, they could go to 100 percent. Now you can run
cars on potatoes, on corn, or coal, and these things are going to be powering
automobiles in the form of liquid fuel after oil has become so expensive it will be
very difficult to continue using conventional oil.

Interviewer:  To what extent can oil companies become involved in such research?

Executive: To the extent that we’re allowed to — I should say encouraged to — by the federal
government. And it’s in this area where I think the federal energy program falls
short. We need a greater commitment to the development and maturation of alter-
native fuel processes.

Interviewer:  In your view, how likely is such a commitment by the federal government?

Executive: I’'m discouraged by the lack of foresight we see today in Washington. Currently, in
my view, the emphasis is misplaced, with too much talk about increased oil
imports, more drilling for oil around the world. With oil, we’re always going to
experience high prices, shortages, and politics. Especially politics, as the oil-rich
nations use oil to manipulate concessions from those countries who use it the most.
About these things it seems sometimes that Congress lacks foresight, and previous
administrations haven’t done all they could to ease the problem.

The interviewer helped this discussion develop spontaneously by listening carefully to the oil
executive’s responses and guiding the interview in directions in which it would develop naturally.
The interviewer followed up on the oblique reference to new energy alternatives, a subject periph-
eral to the original intent of the interview, and gradually led the discussion into federal energy pol-
icy. Several portions of the interview could be used on the air — anything from the future cost of
gasoline to likely energy alternatives in the years ahead.

Only once did the interviewer approach the role of devil’s advocate with the question, “Some
people might think that oil interests would be delighted over the prospect of an ever greater share
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Control room personnel make last minute changes prior to airtime.

of America’s disposable income.” Such questions, though sometimes warranted if the interviewee
is especially reticent about responding to controversial subject matter, may offend the audience if
asked without just cause. The tough questioning should be saved for interviewees who intention-
ally try to change the subject or who talk nonstop to avoid the subject. When warranted, the
tough question works wonders: “Twice you’ve avoided answering the question, Mr. Mayor. Did
you ever accept bribes from bail bondsmen?” If silence is the ensuing answer, it can be more elo-
quent than words.

INTERVIEWING

The following are guidelines for questioning and interviewing. No matter what the topic, they
constitute sound advice.

Avoid “yes and no” and leading questions. Questions that require only a simple “yes” or
“no” as the answer impart little real information to your audience. And replace leading questions
that begin with “Do you think . . .,” “Were you scared . . . ,” “Are you against . . . ™ with ques-
tions that begin with “Why?” or “What do you mean . . ..” Questions that require an articulated
response from the interviewee almost always result in the strongest interviews. A related problem
is demonstrated by the interviewer who asks and answers each and every question. For example:
“Chief Walters, we know you’ve had a tough time maintaining discipline among your officers. We
know all the steps you’ve taken to reinstitute good morale, but the feeling among most people in
the community seems to be that your changes have come too late to do any good. Based on those
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facts, don’t you think you should resign?” This litany tends to make the interviewee hostile, which
in turn makes your audience hostile toward you and your newscast. Questions that require an
articulate response from the interviewee result in the strongest interviews.

Don’t fall into the trap of saying “I see” or “ub-bub” after each response from the inter-
viewee. These comments may be an honest attempt to show interviewees that you understand
what they are saying, but too often they imply to your audience that you agree with whatever the
interviewees are saying. Imagine your embarrassment if someone were to comment during an
interview, “The space program was one of the biggest government farces of all time,” and your
answer, unthinkingly, was, “I see” or “uh-huh.” The same advice applies to head nodding on
videotape or during live broadcasts. Better that you bite your tongue than imply agreement.

Don’t ask two-part questions. Another troublemaker in interviews is the two-part question:
“First, sir, is it true that Westinghouse plans to double its plant facilities within the next four years
at the Rocky Mountain site, and second, is it true that profits have fallen over the past year from
just over 12 percent on gross sales to a little more than 7 percent?” If your interviewee doesn’t
forget one or both parts of a double-barreled question, your audience almost certainly will.

Avoid obvious questions. An example of an obvious question is: “Senator Kennedy, you’re a
member of the Democratic Party, are you not?”

Avoid questions of bad taste. Some maniacal impulse among a few radio and television jour-
nalists has resulted over the years in the scandalous tactic of asking questions in obviously poor
taste of accident and disaster victims who are still in shock. Examples are: “How did you feel after
you learned your son had drowned?” and “Did you fear for your life when the high-voltage
current passed through your body?”

Near Lenexa, Kansas, when a mother was returning home from the skating rink with a car-
load of children, the car was struck by a train. All but one passenger, a girl of about 13, were
killed in the accident and a TV crew was dispatched to the scene. When the crew arrived, the girl
had been taken to a nearby hospital and the news director ordered an interview with the girl at
the hospital’s emergency room. The gir!, still in shock, related through her tears circumstances that
surrounded the accident: “Mom came to the railroad track. The warning signals were flashing,
but us kids were making so much noise she didn’t notice the train. We screamed out, ‘Mom,
there’s a train!” Then the train hit us, and I don’t know what happened after that.” Should the girl
have been interviewed? Did her response add substantially to the routine information contained in
the report accompanying film of the aftermath? Only your conscience can provide that answer,
but to ask the girl to relate details about the accident is going one step too far.

Be courteous. First you can help put the other person at ease by appearing relaxed yourself.
You should maintain constant eye contact while the other person is talking and minimize the
intimidating effects of microphones and other broadcast hardware whenever possible. Sticking a
microphone into a person’s face tends to make the person ill at ease. Warm up the interviewees,
help them relax, and be honestly interested in what they say. The interview is a conversational dis-
cussion, and it demands that you practice hospitality just as you would as a guest in someone’s
home. In interviewing, as in most other endeavors, courtesy should be the rule.

LIVE INTERVIEWS

The live interview provides interest and mood available from no other source. Each day the hun-
dreds of people who are interviewed for television news tell their stories with more enthusiasm,
conviction, and drama than journalists could ever accomplish through written, third-person
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accounts read on camera. It is one thing to hear the reporter’s account of an air disaster and quite
another to hear an observer’s still strong impressions of a mid-air collision. Always the best inter-
views do more than deliver facts. They provide the credibility, mood, vivid details, and unexpected
insights that help give news reports authenticity and vitality.

Since the advent of live television news, the interview has taken on a new and sometimes unwar-
ranted function: It is used not only to enhance live reports, but also sometimes substitutes for the
story itself. Reporters who have just arrived on the scene with instructions to “go live immedi-
ately” seldom have time to research the event adequately and prepare a reasoned report. They are
forced instead to rely on a few seconds of on-camera introduction to the event, an interview that
forms the main body of the report, then a few seconds of on-camera close, in which the implica-
tion is, “There you have it, folks.”

In reality what the folks at home receive is not a report but a headline service that contains
hurried interviews with one or two people who give their sometimes inexact versions of what
happened. The approach works at times, but often it fails because the interview, at its best, never
stands alone as the entire story. In its finest form, the interview proves the rest of the story and
helps the report achieve at least the illusion of immediacy.

The Reporter is Not the Story

Over time the television news personality, whether anchor person or field reporter, inescapably
assumes a certain “star quality.” Seen frequently on television, in promotional advertisements, and
on billboards around the city, the reporter becomes a public figure. Instant public recognition
becomes a feature of everyday life that is established further by station surveys of how well the
reporter is recognized in the television market and how well viewers like the reporter’s on-air
personality.

As subjects of so much attention, on-air reporters may begin to think their presence on cam-
era is the story. Journalists who fall victim to this syndrome refuse to let the story tell itself. They
dominate interviews with long-winded questions, appear on screen more frequently than neces-
sary, and fail, in the end, to take advantage of television’s strongest assets: strong visuals, good
natural sound, and meaningful interviews. Even though television reporters can’t help but become
personalities, their first obligation is to remain competent journalists. The best journalists know
when to step aside and let the story tell itself.

The Soundbite Versus the Talking Head

A soundbite (the topic of Chapter 8) is the point of emphasis that proves the story and what’s
been said about it both visually and in the reporter’s narrative. Frequently the soundbite is noth-
ing more than that little moment of drama that elevates the story into a believable, interesting and
sometimes more dramatic report. In contrast, a talking head is radio with the picture of a moving
mouth that spouts meaningless information. It is the interview that substitutes for the story and
induces droopy eyelids in viewers. Journalists who scorn the talking head argue that because tele-
vision is visual, it should show the news, not merely tell it. Abstract or complex ideas, however,
cannot always be visualized, and the rush to keep television news visual often deprives viewers
of the critical statement or the complex explanation from a knowledgeable expert. When these
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interviews are used, they are kept to minimum length so as not to confuse or bore viewers. The
argument is that television (and its viewers) prefers the dramatic and that print, not television, is
the best way to deliver complex facts and ideas.

To a great extent that point of view is valid but often is espoused by journalists who consider
all interviews to be mere “talking heads.” A telling distinction exists between the so-called talking
head and a legitimate soundbite, a distinction attributed to former CBS news executive Fred
Friendly. He told the story of government hearings at which learned experts testified on the max-
imum weight that postal workers would be
allowed to carry on their daily rounds. The
hearings droned on until a mail carrier
stepped to the microphone to testify why the
weight of his daily loads should be reduced.
“Pll tell you why it matters,” testified the
mail carrier. “What matters is Tuesday.
Tuesday is the day I gotta climb 13 floors
with 122 pounds on my back, because Tues-
day is the day Life magazine comes.” The
point is made, and the story enhanced all
because this brief moment of sound put the
entire hearing and the issues that sur-
rounded it into perspective.

s of
Interview

C
th

Among the most difficult interview forms,
the two-minute live interview, is something
of a juggling act. The reporter must elicit a
statement, in the brief time available, that
really says something about the story and be
able to bring the interview to a smooth close
in the allotted time. The longer the inter-
view, the easier it is to zero in on subject
matter and to elicit meaningful responses
from the interviewee.

“On the types of stories I cover,” says
NBC news correspondent Bob Dotson, “I
can burn 40 minutes of tape if I have to.
The person I interview knows I will pick out
the meaningful responses so he can tell me
now or he can tell me later.”

In live television, by contrast, the people
who are the most important newsmakers
often have become television performers
over the years. They know the clock is
in their favor, and they can talk for three

'World Radio Histol
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minutes and still not give meaningful answers to the reporter’s questions. Reporters who conduct
live interviews must have the background necessary to make live television news interesting and
meaningful. They must be able to meet people easily and have the capacity to help interviewees
forget the pressure of the moment. They must be instant studiers of people and, regardless of the
situation, they must be unflappable. They also must have a certain amount of grit, so when inter-
viewees try to seize control by running out the clock, they can adopt their best Mike Wallace style,
interrupt, and say, “You’re evading the question. What were you doing on the night of March 23?”

—
THE INFLUENCE OF HARDWARE ON NEWS SOURCES

It happens everyday in America: A band of strangers — producer, sound operator, camera opera-
tor, reporter — invade the everyday routine of a person unfamiliar with the ways of television
news. With great efficiency the crew unpacks imposing cameras, microphones, recorders, lights,
and cables. Once the gear is set up and operating, the unblinking eye of the camera lens turns
toward the person to be interviewed, the tape operator yells “rolling,” the first question is asked
and the interviewee freezes in paralyzed fright. To say that the hardware of television news is
intimidating is an understatement.

TECHNIQUES TO PUT THE INTERVIEWEE AT EASE

As the on-camera interviewer, you can help put the other person at ease by appearing relaxed your-
self. Constant eye contact with the person will help minimize the intimidating effects of microphones
and other broadcast gear. When you offer yourself as the reference point, the interviewee can con-
centrate on you as a person — not on the lights, camera and action that’s happening all around. To
a great extent the art of good interviewing is the art of conscientious listening. Reporters who half-
listen to the interviewee while they think up more questions to ask can kill the interview quickly.
Careful listening helps the reporter build the interview around what’s just been said. Because the
interview is a conversation, it demands that you be a courteous listener just as you would be in a
normal conversation. To help put interviewees at ease, the crew’s conduct is especially important.

“When I have a reporter with me, I try to fade into the woodwork,” says freelance photog-
rapher Bob Brandon of Houston. “The last thing I want is for someone to be aware of me or the
camera.”

The person in charge of lighting may want to avoid shining bright lights directly into the
interviewee’s eyes, instead bouncing lights indirectly off walls and ceilings or hand-held reflectors.
Microphones, another intimidating fact of television life, should be as inconspicuous as possible.
Sometimes a microphone mounted on the camera or a miniature microphone pinned to the
speaker’s lapel solves the problem. Shotgun microphones, which pick up faraway sounds, may
diminish the intrusions inherent in sound recording.

TECHNTIQUES TO ELICIT MEANINGFUL RESPONSES

Live interviews are at their best when they elicit interesting information, and reporters can use sev-
eral techniques to draw out concise, meaningful responses. One technique is to avoid giving the
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impression that you are an insider who already understands the story. If you are a friendly person,
yet obviously a competent journalist who avoids coming on as a big-time television reporter, most
people will be glad to give you the information you want and will explain it succinctly.

“I find that if you hem and haw a little bit in asking your question, maybe even half inten-
tionally, it puts the fellow at ease, especially somebody who’s never been on television before,”
says former CBS reporter Charles Kuralt.

Another tried-and-true technique is to look blankly at the interviewee if you would like the
person to restate the response more concisely. Most interviewees feel compelled to restate the
point if you indicate through an impassive face that you want them to continue. The situation is
different if you interview the governor or anyone who appears frequently on television and is not
overwhelmed by bright lights and the hoopla surrounding live reporting. Public figures wise to the
deadlines, restrictions, and demands of television news can perform with a virtuosity that some-
times amazes even veteran journalists. The following anecdote, shared by a journalist who swears
the story is true, makes the point.

A reporter arrived late to cover the governor”
if he would linger a moment afterward to ¢
reporter set up his camera, turned it on, and
“Go ahead, what?” replied the governor.
“Give me an answer.”

“About what?” ;
“Look, Governor,” said the reporter, “didn’
“Yes," said the governor.
“And didn’t you just answer some questions2”
“Yes."

“Well, pick out one of them and answer it again
And, so the story goes, the governor did just that

Unless you cover a beat in which you talk routinely with public officials or other personali-
ties, most of the people you interview will not be media types. Some of the best quotes and sto-
ries you bring home will come from the person down the street or the janitor around the corner.
The trick is to put these people at ease and make sure they give you information in a way that
television viewers can understand.

K INTERVIEWING SUCCESS: A RECAP

B Prepare an interview subject before you actually start. You never know how experienced
a person is, so doing this every time you interview someone gets everything set up right and
avoids potential problems. Say something like:

| don’t know how many of these you've
a window to our conversation. [If you are
the mic at you to pick you up, but don't reac n
and we'll have to cut that out.”] L HE

People see performers on TV every day clutching microphones in their hands singing,
talking, or whatever. Unless you tell them not to grab the microphone when you point it at
them, they will. By “setting up the person” to know what you want him/her to do, you create
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Listening is one of the reporting arts. The best interviews often are conversations in which the reporter lets
the subject do as much of the talking as possible.

a warmer tone of mutual cooperation. You’ll find this technique especially helpful when deal-
ing with people who are not used to being interviewed.

B Except in special circumstances when you are dealing with seasoned interviewees (career
politicians and others used to being on TV a great deal), begin the interview with a couple of
questions you have no intention of using on the air. Don’t spend a lot of time doing this, just
enough to “break the ice.” Once people start talking, they settle down a little. Just two or
three minutes spent getting them to talk about themselves makes all the difference in the qual-
ity of the interview you’ll have when you get down to the real material you’re interested in.
You can ask them things like, “What brought you to Seattle?” or, “Did you always want to be
an astronaut?” or, “Tell me a little about yourself. What do you do for fun, and do you have
a family?” What you are doing is setting a personal tone of relationship with the person in
which the veneer of distance will disappear and the interviewee will come across as a person,
not as a robot with well-rehearsed answers.

B Know when to shut up. Some reporters, thinking they have to fill any pause, jump in
with a question when the interviewee is just pausing naturally and is about to continue. In
addition, when a person finishes an answer if you just keep looking and pointing the micro-
phone toward him/her, the interviewee tends to say something more. Your body language tells
the person to keep talking. When interviewees do continue talking, subconsciously thinking
they need to fill in more detail to complete the answer, they often provide much richer mater-
ial. The first answer to a question can be rather dull. The ensuing additional detail can be the
stuff of exclusive revelations.
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BB Don’t hesitate to ask a subject to explain a point again. What you are after is a short,
concise, clear answer that just about anyone could understand. Particularly with specialists in
highly technical areas, things get complicated fast. After a complex answer from a world
renowned physicist on the ramifications of Einstein’s theory of relativity, you may need to say
something like, “Could you explain that again — and assume I’'m fifth grader?”

Here are some other excellent ways to ask people to answer again, but in a different way:

“How would you explain that to a fifth-grade class?”
“Could you take me through that again but explain it a different way?”
“What does that all mean to the average person?”

“I don’t really understand what the key point is. Could you boil it down for me?”

Excellent reporters know they don’t know everything, and they readily admit it. Most of
the time when you ask to have something explained again, the interviewee will smile, relax a
little, and get really conversational with the answer. Then you’ll have a great soundbite.

B Listen to what the person says in answer to your question. When reporters have a list of
questions to ask and run through them without listening to what the person replies, they’ll
miss the follow-up opportunity that could lead to an Emmy-winning disclosure. The questions
you think are important are only an interview guide. Often the richest material is found when
those questions are used as a framework for exploring a subject and you ask follow-ups freely
along the way.

Jot down two or three key questions in a reporter’s notebook or pad. Refer to it as nec-
essary in the interview. In standard interview shots you won’t be on camera most of the time
anyway, so looking at your notes will not be distracting.

BB Remember the purpose of the interview. It is not to get a lot of material that will go on
the air exactly the way it was recorded. You will be able to rewrite it in a much tighter script
that will be clearer for the audience. You’re doing the interview to elicit a powerful, concise
statement (emotional or factual) from a credible source, to enclose within your package.
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Name

Assignment 7-A

Date

1. Conduct a minimum of three practice interviews with friends to develop your ability to phrase
ad-lib questions. In each instance, have a friend decide spontaneously on a topic about which
the friend is knowledgeable. Then begin the interview. Pursue the subject seriously, and extract
as much information from your friend as possible about the subject. Some possible topics
include: movie directors, how to grow indoor house plants, tips for beginning cooks, the job
market for college students, rock climbing, hang-gliding, county politics, the future of newspa-
pers.

2. Interview a prominent or interesting person in your community. Call the person in advance to
arrange an appointment. Research the subject area, and prepare meaningful questions. Arrive
on time with a tape recorder that works and with which you are familiar. In advance of the
interview, make a short test recording to be certain that sound levels are set properly and that
your audio is of broadcast quality.

3. Edit the tape you recorded in assignment #2 into a story suirable for broadcast. Write a lead-
in and tag to accompany the edited interview. Play the tape, and critique your interview in

class.

4, Repeat assignments #| and #2 a minimum of three times. Practice makes perfect!
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Owe of the most important ingredients for any news department
is live, local coverage.
Dan Rather, in The Camera Never Blinks

Soundbites

hen they are at their best, radio and television have tremendous power to involve, to

sweep you up in psychological and physiological ways, because they use sound and

motion to dramatic effect. In a newscast, the sight of a starving child, the sound of a
crying person, the roar of a fire out of control, the angry voice of a taxpayer — all are capable of
altering your blood pressure, your heart, and your breathing rates.

S ITES DEFINED

A soundbite is the sound, and in television, the video of a news event. Soundbites — or actualities
as they often are called in radio — help you take your audience to the scene of the event. They
allow the audience to participate vicariously in news events and hence have a way to understand
events more fully. Broadcast media prefer the dramatic, however, and can pull the news out
of context through unduly dramatic actualities. The isolating glare of microphones and cameras
can make the sounds and sights of 100 angry protesters in emotional frenzy seem like a mob of
thousands to the audience unless you maintain perspective in your reports. Typical soundbites
come from many sources: excerpts from a speech, news conferences, public statements, experts,
interviews, eyewitnesses.

The list goes on, but you can count on obtaining bites from day to day from almost anyone
who makes news or watches it happen. The soundbite can come from the mayor at a news con-
ference, a moon-bound astronaut, a bank teller who has just been robbed, an underwater rescue
diver, a passenger safe at last after an airplane hijacking, an expert on solar energy, or a hostage
who has just been released. Soundbites constitute one form of writing for broadcast. They allow
you to stop writing for a moment or two and let a person in the news craft an observation,
express an idea, or reveal a thought or feeling. Some reporters think of soundbites as an essential
part of the story, but the best soundbites never are self-contained reports. They help illustrate a
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story somewhat the way a newspaper picture might, and typically they add a dimension that the
script could not.

The fundamental purpose of the soundbite is to provide credibility. Understanding that, you
are free to use soundbites in more varied ways than often is done. Skilled writers easily can rewrite
what a person says in an interview into a more concise, clear description. But the soundbite adds
the air of authority, first-person experience, expert support for the points made. Therefore, you
select the portion of what is said that provides the most impact. Soundbites are not there to tell
the story, but are supposed to provide credibility support for the piece.

Reporters who know little about a subject sometimes take the lazy way out by cutting a long
bite of 30 to 45 seconds in which the interviewee explains something in detail beyond what the
audience needs or wants to know. That makes for a boring, ineffective story. Better, the reporter
would paraphrase concisely most of what an interviewee says and then drop in the strongest 10
seconds or so of the interviewee’s comment as the actual bite used in the piece. Soundbites are just
the electronic journalist’s version of quotes, and they should be used the same way a good print
reporter uses quotes — to provide support, first-person perspective, and drama, but always
concisely and powerfully.

Outstanding reporters use parts of an interviewee’s sentence, with the lead-in by the reporter
(in a package report) or the anchor (in a story to be read in the studio) providing the rest of the
sentence. For example, the anchor could say, “The governor went on to blast the legislature as”
. . . (now the governor’s soundbite picks up angrily) . . “a bunch of clowns who keep fiddling
while Rome burns!” Or the most powerful part of a statement can be used to kick off the story,
followed by the anchor’s or reporter’s narration of the rest of the sentence to weave the soundbite
into a meaningful context. To continue the example: The governor pops up on camera fuming,
“That pack of wild dogs in the legislature wouldn’t know a bone with meat on it if it was right in
front of ‘em.” The reporter or anchor then adds, . . . “the governor angrily charged at today’s
news conference.” It’s entirely appropriate to use soundbite sentence fragments, in which the
anchor or reporter narration completes the sentence, as long as the context of the comment is not
distorted.

Journalistically, you need to use soundbites as devices to help provide accuracy. The basic
concern with soundbite presentation is whether it reflects reality accurately. If what you’ve done
distorts the meaning the speaker meant to convey, you need to do something else so your work is
ethical, always embraces integrity, and furthers the pursuit of truth, not manufactured illusions of
reality.

You can use a soundbite in three ways:

1. To provide factual information.
2. To help prove a visual or add a dimension of realism from the news environment itself.

3. To reveal a person’s inner self.

Often, soundbites function at all three levels. If a political candidate announces, “I choose
not to run another term,” the bite contains the literal information of the announcement, and it
also may carry a sense of the environment (reporter reaction, silence from a roomful of stunned
supporters), as well as the speaker’s emotion as conveyed through the speaker’s voice, emphasis,
pausing, and rate of delivery. Frequently, bites can be used not only for information but also to
help prove the visual. If you show store owners sweeping mud from flooded stores in a mountain
community, a bite to the effect, “We’ll reopen for business by noon” may reinforce the video’s
message that flood damage is relatively light. Just as commonly, bites help reveal the inner person.
If, in an interview, you ask an elderly person, “Do you ever think about accepting charity?” the
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person may reveal a deeply held conviction in her reply, “I'd rather live on the streets than accept
government handouts.” If soundbites don’t say anything new, or don’t add to what you have
written or shown in the main story, they can be dropped.

Because soundbites serve to enhance stories rather than substitute for your own reporting,
they should be kept fairly short, usually no longer than 8 to 12 seconds. Occasionally a bite will
be so dramatic or full of information that it can run longer, but in most cases 10 seconds should
be considered a maximum. The reason for keeping bites short is that longer bites may take on the
speaker’s pace, authority, and focus, and may even impose an unintended editorial point of view,
particularly when institutional news sources are used in interviews. When broadcast stories
average between 20 to 70 seconds, bites longer than about 10 seconds begin to dominate editorial
content. Print journalists sometimes speak contemptuously about the short length of bites in
broadcast stories, but almost never do quotes in print run more than a sentence or two — about
10 seconds if they were to be spoken aloud.

NE INTERVIEWS

A common source for soundbites is the statement or interview from a news source that is recorded
off a telephone line into a normal tape recorder at the radio station. The person with whom you
are speaking must be told that his or her voice is being recorded onto audiotape. Telephone inter-
views are commonly used when you are pressed for time and can’t interview a news source in
person, or when a reporter in the field must phone in a late-breaking story in time for an up-
coming broadcast.

Most telephone recording systems feature a normal telephone receiver with a hand switch
that shuts off the telephone mouthpiece to exclude extraneous noise from the newsroom while the
recording is being made. A simple press of the switch reactivates the mouthpiece so you can
converse normally with the news source when you wish.

At most radio stations and many television stations, news personnel routinely make telephone
rundowns, a check just before major news broadcasts to determine whether important news is
breaking. These checks are made with police, fire, sheriff, and other local agencies according to a
master list of the most frequently called and important agencies. Some stations have automatic
dialing devices that make these calls at the push of a button. Often, as you make these rundowns,
you may be greeted with a brusque “no news today” and a slam of the receiver on the other end
even as you identify yourself. This happens because news sources have their own deadlines and
are contacted daily not only by your station but by competing stations as well.

Whether you are recording a telephone interview or using the telephone for routine checks of fire
y g p g p s
police, or sheriff’s department happenings, “telephone manners” are important. Courtesy pays off
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A television reporting
crew converses with the
assignment desk via
two-way radio before
reporting a story live
from the scene of a
breaking news event.

two ways. First, it helps you get the story, and second, it makes access to information easier next
time you have to call the same source about a story. When you call sources, you should give your
name and the station call letters or channel number and tell them whether you plan to record and
air their comments. When the conversation has ended, thank the source for taking time out from
a busy schedule to talk with you.

AND TAGS

When used alone, soundbites require lead-ins and tags — a way to introduce the bite to the
audience and a way to get out of it and on to the next story. The common formula for handling
actualities in short newscasts at many radio stations is: two lines in (the lead-in), 20 seconds for
the actuality, and one line (the tag) out. This formula, however, is somewhat arbitrary and won’t
apply in every situation.

The lead-in can be both the story and an introduction to the actuality. Here is an example
written and prepared for a radio newscast.

Canada tonight . . . after dumping more than a foot of
esota. The blizzard was so intense it made driving im-
were forced to spend the night in their cars . . . or fruck

‘and the forecast for wind and cold makes even
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In the 15-second lead-in the story is introduced and the soundbite set up. In this case the sound-
bite contains excerpts of interviews with stranded motorists telling of their experiences in the
blizzard. The actuality is noted on the radio script as “CT,” meaning a prerecorded cartridge for
radio. The same interview could have been on videotape.

Increasingly, with news operations in radio and TV stations being merged or subcontracted,
the old radio news references are disappearing. For example, the CT reference (typed out in some
radio operations as CART) now is frequently seen as SOUNDBITE or even the television desig-
nation for sound-on-tape, SOT. We recommend the SOT designation because it is less confusing
for people moving among different formats. Sources ranging from audiotape to digital storage
devices to computer disk, or something else, could be used for sound storage.

In some operations the last three words of the lead-in are underlined to cue the director or
sound engineer that an insert or soundbite follows. Underlining, however, often is a device that
announcers in radio, or anchors in television, use to tell themselves where to place emphasis. As a
general practice all underlining should be left to the person who must read the copy on the air.
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