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Chapter 8

Writing for Broadcast Journalism

Lesson #8: Broadcasting is the world’s most pervasive medium of mass communication, though newspapers, magazines and websites also deliver a large amount of information to the American public.

Although broadcasting is an audiovisual medium, almost everything you see or hear was written down first!

Differences between writing for broadcast & writing for print:

· how stories are selected

· writing style

· story structure

Audio journalism – reporting news and information with sound

· used to be the realm of broadcasting, but is also in the realm of the web
· sound is easy to produce
· audio takes a story beyond text (like photos take a story beyond text)
· audio gives news participants a voice…their words, tone and inflection give the listener a deeper appreciation of the story
· sound allows the listener to see with their mind
· audio journalism is the dominant form of information distribution in mobile technology (people use smart phones to talk and to receive sound)
Ambient sound – the background context for news reports; they add to the listener’s understanding and impression

· WRITING TO BE HEARD
· four C’s of broadcast writing:
1. correctness – accuracy is the most important goal

2. clarity – clear, precise language that isn’t ambiguous…use simple sentences & familiar words…avoid pronouns…keep the subject close to the verb

3. conciseness – print writing prefers past tense verbs…broadcasters prefer present tense…eliminate all but the most necessary adjectives and adverbs

4. color – writing that allows the listener to paint a picture of the story as it is being reported

· conversational – newspaper & magazine copy sounds stilted when read aloud because it is written for the eye…broadcast copy should be written for the ear rather than the eye
· emphasis on the immediate – assume everything happened close to the time of broadcast…omit the element of time altogether…this shouldn’t be used for every story

TECHNIQUES

· simple words and short sentences
· titles come before names (“Police Chief Nick Willard” instead of the newspaper style, “Nick Willard, chief of police.”)
· avoid abbreviations even on second reference [arguable point]
· avoid direct quotations (it’s awkward to signal a quotation for the listener ); let sound bites serve as quotations
· attribution comes before quotes, not after
· use as little punctuation as possible [arguable point]
· numbers and statistics should be rounded (instead of saying “the budget of $1,356,475” say “the $1.3 million budget)

· avoid symbols (like the dollar sign $ or percent sign %) [arguable point]
· use visual cues like (/) for a pause or (//) for the end of a sentence [arguable point]
· use phonetic spellings for hard-to-pronounce words [arguable point]
· avoid third person pronouns (he, she)…they reduce clarity for the listener

· use present tense whenever possible

STORY STUCTURE
· the most common structure is dramatic unity; it must have 3 pieces:

1. climax – gives listeners the point of the story

2. cause – why did it happen; what were the circumstances?

3. effect – provides listeners with a context & maybe some insight into what the story means 

· broadcast journalists think of stories as completed circles rather than inverted pyramids…they stand as a unit and can’t be edited like a print story from bottom to top

· broadcast news stories are short so they must immediately grab the listener’s attention…words are important!

WRITING THE AUDIO/VIDEO NEWS STORY
· rely on the simplest form of narration – a story with a beginning, middle and end

· voicer – a story recorded by a reporter with no other audio…it needs to be introduced by a one-line setup from the studio anchor (broadcast), or a line of text (web)

· wrap – a story recorded by a reporter that includes a sound bite or natural sound

· sound bite or actuality – an excerpt of a larger recording or interview embedded in a news story…the recorded voice of the newsmaker; the sound bite shouldn’t repeat what the reporter just said
· natural sound – ambient sound or foreground sounds that increase listener understanding (examples: sirens at a car crash or house fire…protestors chanting at a rally…waves crashing on a beach…children in a playground …power tools at a construction site…crowd cheers at the ballgame)
RECORDING AUDIO

· sound quality is the highest priority whether it’s for broadcast or web

· look for the quietest place to record interviews

· before recording, listen for background noise (ceiling fans, background music, nearby lawnmower, etc.)
ETHICS OF EDITING AUDIO
· don’t record someone’s voice without permission

· rarely (if ever) edit out single words within a sentence

· don’t take sound bites out of context (don’t use someone’s answer for a different question)

· [p.154] “Most of the time ‘uhs,’ grunts, and other noises can be safely deleted.” [arguable point]
TELEVISION:

· can make stars out of journalists

· the daily fame, attention & audience results in a pressurized atmosphere

· broadcasters are always racing against time, competitors and people trying to block release of information
NEWS ON THE WEB:

· frees video from some of the strictures of television

· the length of a online piece is less important than the length on-air

· video clips can be broken into segments so viewers can watch them when it is convenient

SELECTION OF NEWS
· audio or visual impact – stories with sound or pictures may get chosen first even though they might not otherwise merit such attention…seeing a flood or a burning building is more compelling than listening to a reporter’s description of it

· timeliness – broadcast news is expected to be up-to-the-minute…this is partly self-induced pressure because of the traditional hourly or half hourly cycle of broadcast news

· information over explanation – stories that are simple and can be told in a straightforward way…time limitations in broadcast stories are seldom adequate for explaining a complex story

TELLING THE STORY WITH VIDEO

· mental storyboards

· gather facts, information & impressions

· shoot more video than you think you’ll need

· without good writing the story won’t be worth watching

· fill the frame…don’t have too much margin around the subject; apply the rule of thirds
· leave space for headroom, the space between the top of someone’s head and the frame

· hand held camera work is tricky; use a tripod when possible

· use a variety of angles and shots 

· don’t rely on your memory – always carry a pen and paper

EDITING VIDEO

· choose accuracy over everything else

· clarity & simplicity

· before writing the story start with an outline of the shots that are needed

· cutaways – shots that relate to the main video but not necessarily the main event (a person giving a speech is the main video; someone in the audience listening is the cutaway)

· establishing shots – give a full picture of where the event is occurring
PUTTING TOGETHER A NEWSCAST
1. timeliness – the key element…the order stories will air is based on how recently the events occurred

2. impact – the more people stories affect, the higher it will be in the newscast

3. availability of audio/video – if the station has either, the story will appear higher in the newscast even though the content may be less important

FORMATS
· written copy/voicer – read by the anchor or a reporter…no actualities

· actualities – natural or ambient sound or an excerpt of speech from a newsmaker

· wrap – news anchor briefly introduces the story & reporter…story includes sound bite and requires tag line at end

· mini-documentary – stories in a longer format with multiple sound bites and perhaps music mixed in

· reader copy – anchor or reporter reads story without any audio or visual aid (except a teleprompter)

· voiceover – anchor or reporter narrates while video of an event is shown without sound

· voiceover to actuality – anchor or reporter speaks over video that includes someone talking

· package – anchor reads lead-in then pre-recorded piece by reporter contains voiceover & sound bites

· live shot – anchor introduces reporter who is live at the scene

EXTENDED INTERVIEWS/DOCUMENTARIES
· must tell a story revolving around an idea or central theme

· need a beginning

· need a middle

· need an end
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