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PREFACE

When a general emergency was declared at the
Three Mile Island nuclear plant, nearby residents
turned on their radios. Most had first heard about
the accident on the radio. Nearly two-thirds re-
ported that radio remained their ‘‘most frequent
source of news’’ during the crisis.*

Even in quieter times, millions use radio to
keep informed. And certainly television news is
as important. Television is generally conceded to
be the nation’s primary news source.

People depend on broadcast news. The goal
of this book is to train broadcast journalists who
can be depended on.

The book was written with the following
thoughts in mind on how broadcast journalists
should be trained:

e Reporting and witing skills can and should
be taught, not just hinted at. Concepts such
as the “feel”” of writing or the “smell” of news
must be demystified and defined so they can
be clearly communicated.

e Radio news is the logical starting point for
instruction in broadcast journalism—even for

)

* Report of the Public's Right to Information Task Force to
the President’s Commission on the Accident at Three Mile
Island.

those who are primarily interested in televi-
sion news. Most of the skills used in radio
news are also applicable to television news.
But in radio, without the extra problems pre-
sented by visuals, it is possible to concentrate
on basic writing and reporting skills. There-
fore, although most of the discussions in the
first three parts of this book are relevant to
both branches of broadcast journalism,
specific techniques and examples are drawn
from radio news. Part 4 introduces the
somewhat more advanced skills specific to
television news.

The basic responsibilities of all broadcast
journalists are the same, no matter what the
size of their station or audience. This book
would be remiss if it ignored the special prob-
lems of small-town or big-city journalists, but
the book would be deficient if the stan-
dards it advocates were not relevant in all
broadcast newsrooms.

Writing and reporting are best taught with
frequent, precise and realistic examples. Most
of the examples used in the text were used on
the air.

A book that stresses the need for clear and
engaging writing should try not to be ponder-
ous and dry.
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This book uses many expressions and terms
peculiar to broadcast newsrooms. My excuse for
spreading jargon is a conviction that skills are
easier to master once they have been named
and defined, and these are the names readers
will encounter if they find themselves in a
broadcast newsroom. All unfamiliar terms are de-
fined when they are first used in the text, and the
definitions can be located through the index.

Any attempt to provide a comprehensive in-
troduction to a field requires a broad perspective
on that field. To insure that the discussions here
reflect more than just the practices at the stations
with which | am personally familiar, a question-
naire was sent to about 3,000 radio stations.
News directors from almost one-tenth of the
radio stations in the United States responded.
Many of the guidelines and examples that make
up this book were drawn from their responses.

In addition, in writing this book I relied on
conversations or visits with broadcast journalists
at more than 100 radio and television stations.

Many people were kind enough to find the time
to talk with me between newscasts. Though it is
not possible to name them all, [ am particularly
appreciative of the contributions made to this
book by Dick Petrik and Karen Crow of KOEL,
Larry Dodd, John Harding, Constance Ober and
David Miller of WRVA; Lou Adler, Mike
Callaghan and Liz Shanov of WCBS; James T.
Farley, Jr., of NBC; Dallas Townsend of CBS;
Peter Flannery and Bill Diehl of ABC; David
Ensor of NPR; Mike Eisgrau and Jim Gordon of
WNEW:; Reg Laite of WOR; Rick Wallace of
KABC; Bob Madigan of KNX-FM; Susan Bur-
dick of WEEI; Gael Garbarion of WRIT; Walt
Dibble of WTIC; and Tim Lennox of WERC. A
few of these people have changed jobs since |
interviewed them, but here, and where | mention
journalists elsewhere in the book, [ have chosen
to list the positions they held when they supplied
the information used in the book.

A number of people reviewed these chapters
and strengthened them with their suggestions:

PREFACE
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James T. Farley, Jr., NBC Radio News; Peter E.
Mayeux, University of Nebraska, Lincoln;
Richard D. Yoakam, Indiana University; Mike
Eisgrau, WNEW Radio News; Arthur Engoron,
the law firm Olwine, Connelly, Chase, O’Donnell
and Weyher; Gerald Lanson, New York Univer-
sity. [ am also appreciative of the contributions
of: H. Al Anderson, University of Texas, Austin;
Ernest F. Andrews, Syracuse University; John
Cramer, Arkansas State University; Dan G.
Drew, University of Wisconsin; Robert H. Far-
son, Pennsylvania State University; George A.
Mastroianni, California State University, Fuller-
ton; Robert H. Prisuta, University of Colorado;
Jayne Rushin, Auburn University; Jay L. Schad-
ler, Miami University.

The book benefited from the advice and en-
couragement of my colleagues: Eliot Frenkel,
Russell Patrick, Joshua Mills and William Bur-
rows of the New York University Department of
Journalism: and Herbert Jackson of the Com-
munication Department of the William Paterson

College of New Jersey. Thanks, too, to my
teachers: Jerome Jacobs of KABC-TV and Wal-
ter Wilcox of the University of California, Los
Angeles.

Susan Linfield helped prepare the practice as-
signments included in the book. Mary Quigley
did research for one of these chapters. Stations
WSB and KGW and CBS, Inc., were particularly
helpful in supplying photographs. And my
editors at Holt—Roth Wilkofsky and Pamela
Forcey—provided valuable guidance and advice
at many stages in the production of this book.

I am also blessed with a family of good editors.
My father, Bernard Stephens, read almost every
sentence here and helped quite a few of them.
My mother, Lillian Stephens, reviewed several of
these chapters. And my wife, Esther Davidowitz,
spent many an evening editing copy. For this,
and more important kindnesses, the book is
dedicated to them.

MS.
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Networks

ABC
AP
BBC
CBC
CBS
Mutual
NBC
NPR
UPI

Alabama

WERC
WNPT
WVOK

Arizona
KOOL-TV

Arkansas
KATV

California

KABC
KCBS
KFWB
KGO
KLOS
KMPC
KNAC
KNDE
KNX
KNX-FM
KNXT
KRED
KSMA
KTIM
KWSO

Colorado

KOA

KREX
KVOR
KWBZ

Connecticut

WSUB
WTIC
WXLS

District
of Columbia

WMAL

Florida

WHOO
WKIS
WLOD
WMEL
WSPB

Georgia

WSB
WSB-TV

Illinois

WBBM
WBNQ
WDAI
WJJD
WJVM
WLS
WRRR
WSOY
WVON

Indiana

WARU
WAZY
WIFF

WNAP
WNDE
WNTS

Iowa

KLGA
KOEL
KWSL
KWWL

Kansas

KFLA
KLWN
KMAN

Kentucky

WBGN
WBLG
WFMW
WVLK

Louisiana

KWKH
WSMB

Maine
WRKD

Maryland
WCEM

Massachusetts

WARA
WBUR
WEEI
WHDH
WIEV
WJDA
WTEV

Michigan

WDEE
WGHN
WKNR
WSIM
WXYZ
WZZM-FM

Minnesota

KCLD
KCUE
KWEB
WCCO

Mississippi
WELO

Missouri
KSIS

Montana
KULR-TV

Nebraska

KODY
KYNN

Many news directors provided examples for use in this book. Here is
a list of the broadcast news organizations that appear in the book.

Nevada

KENO
KLUC

New Mexico
KOB

New York

WABC
WABC-TV
WAXC
WBLS
WCBS
WCBS-TV
WHEN
WINS
WMCA
WNBC-TV
WNEW
WNEW-TV
WOR
WPLJ
WPDM
WRFM
WTLB
WWLE

North Carolina

WADA
WRBX

North Dakota
KXMB-TV
Ohio

WEBN
WFIN
WIXY
WLEC

PREFACE
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Oklahoma

KAKC
KWHW

Oregon

KEX
KGW
KOIN
KPNW
KROW

Pennsylvania

KDKA
KQV

WCAU
WFLN
WGCB
WJET

WKPA
WNAE
WPEN

South
Carolina

WRHI

Tennessee

WLAC

WMAK
WTVF

Texas

KBWD
KENR
KEYH
KFJZ
KLOL
KNOW
KRLD
KWTX

Utah
KWMS

Vermont

WKVT
WSYB
WWSR

Virginia

WBRG
WFFV
WFIR
WNOR
WNOR-FM
WROV
WRVA
WRVQ

Washington

KGDN
KGMI
KREW

West Virginia
WLOG
Wisconsin

WHSM
WIBA
WSAU

Wyoming
KVOC
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INTRODUCTION

It's 6:52 in the morning. The phoneringsin a
room at KOEL in Oelwein, lowa. News director
Dick Petrik leans over to answer it and
immediately begins typing notes as he shoots out
questions:

“You don’t know what stores, do you?”’

“Did they have guns?”’

*“Okay, thanks. If you hear any more, get back
tome.”

It's a tip from a police dispatcher in a nearby
county. The sheriff is out investigating a series of
robberies, but the dispatcher doesn’t have any
details; he doesn’t even know what stores were
hit.

Petrik dials a couple of restaurants and cafeés in
the area to see if anyone has heard anything.
Someone has: a customer at a cafée saw the
sheriff’s car leaving a local gas station. Petrik calls
the gas station: ‘I heard the sheriff was there this
moming.”’

“Did he say anything about any robberies in
town?”’

“The hardware store? Did they hit anywhere
else?”’

“‘Are you sure that was the Railroad Diner?”

He calls the hardware store: ‘| heard they got
you last night.”

“How much did they take?”

“How many were there? Do you know?”

“When did the sheriff leave?”

The Railroad Diner, and another series of
questions. Petrik hooks the telephone up to a
tape recorder and records the diner owner's
indignant description of the mess the robbers
made. Then he begins typing the story. It will be
on the air by 7:30.

At 11:39 a.m. in Richmond, Virginia, WRVA
reporter Dave Miller calls in on the station’s
direct line from the State Capitol. The story he’s
been covering all morning has just fizzled. A
legislative subcommittee has found “‘a
gentlemanly Virginian” way of killing a proposal
to certify teachers. Miller files a story on the
rejection of the plan, but a defeated plan is small
news.

After he gets off the phone, Miller wanders

WorldRadioHistory
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Dick Petrik, KOEL, lowa.

through the Capitol looking for something
hotter.

At 11:46 he stumbles on something: a
representative of one of the candidates for
governor says his man is going to mount a major
attack on the state’s power company. Miller
writes out a report on the upcoming attack on his
pad. By 11:59 he’s back on the direct line to the
newsroom. His report is recorded; a lead-in is
written; and it's aired on the station’s 12:05
newscast.

At 3:13, Liz Shanov sits behind a typewriter at
one of eight desks in WCBS’s modern

newsroom. She faces a picture window with a
view of the East Side of Manhattan. On the walls
around her are three clocks, two television sets,
two maps, and one poster of King Kong climbing
the Empire State Building, with the news
director’s head pasted over Kong's.

Shanov'’s fingers are driving her typewriter.
On her head are earphones that allow her to
audition the tapes of newsmakers and reporters
that are stacked on the desk in front of her. Next
to the tapes is a pile of wire copy that has been
churned out of the station’s many small
computer printout machines—connected to the
Associated Press, United Press International and

~ INTRODUCTION
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Dave Miller, WRVA, Richmond, in a hotel lobby. talks to
a sniper holed up in an upper-floor room. Miller got there
before the police, called the sniper on a house phone, and
the recorded conversations were played over the air al-
most immediately. Shortly thereafter, the sniper shot
himself. (Amir Pishdad, Richmond Times-Dispatch)

Reuters. Shanov must turn this collection of wire
copy into a series of stories that can be used on
the air. She must write copy that integrates those
tapes and whatever additional reports her
reporters come up with into the newscasts.
Shanov is responsible for two hours of all-news
radio—from 5 to 7 p.m.

This book is abou: newswriters —like Liz
Shanov—and reporters—like Dave Miller.

Newsuwriters take information from the wire
services, tips, their own research and from the
station’s reporters, and tum it into copy that is
ready to be read on the air.

Reporters specialize in gathering
information—at news events or on the
telephone. They have to get the facts, usually on
tape, and turn them into repcrts that can be
included in newscasts.

Newscasters—who read copy prepared by

INTRODUCTION
3
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newswriters—and news directors—who are
responsible for running a station’s news
operation—also appear frequently in the book.

At major big-city stations different people may
fill these positions, but at smaller stations, such as
KOEL, the newscaster—Dick Petrik—is also the
newswriter, reporter and news director. At some
stations that person also has to spin records.

The scene for most of the action in this book is
broadcast newsrooms. They can be busy,
futuristic rooms—Ilike the newsroom at

WCBS—or quiet little rooms with a few desks,
phones and typewriters—like KOEL. Some
stations just put a teletype, telephone and
typewriter in a small studio and call it a
newsroom. But whether a newsroom sits next to
a soybean field or in a skyscraper overlooking
Manhattan, its occupants have the same
job—pulling information in, then tuming it into
something interesting and intelligible: reporting
and writing.

INTRODUCTION
4
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Preceding page:

At KGW, Portland, Oregon, the news director types a
story at the radio news desk. (Frankie Jenkins/KGW
Radio 62)
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coPY

Can you read this sentence out loud smoothly and quickly?

street in fronté#xsx|\her

e
dp. Atty. Gen. Faco ﬁ:«'iemyer sagys esss Daphne Shottinkirk
sitting on her polrch on RR+r1 When a truck drove by and

snkillemd $658,439 in bills and 13 1bs. of coins on the

The pages that broadcast joumalists produce
do not just have to be read; they have to be read
on the air. Abbreviations, numbers, symbols,
confusing corrections, sloppiness or unclear
typography—anything that causes the newscast-
er to hesitate or stumble—impair the newscast.

To protect newscasters and keep everything in
order, broadcast newsrooms have developed
style rules for their copy. Mastering these rules is
the first step in producing broadcast copy; it is
also the first step in understanding the special job
broadcast copy has to do. This would be a much
duller task if broadcast style rules were followed
just because that’s the way it has always been
done. Fortunately, broadcast news is too young
to be overgrown with traditions. Nor are these
rules concerned with sprucing up the pages to
please thousands of readers. Only one person
will read the copy—a newscaster. As far as looks
go, newscasters demand only that their copy be
consistent and easy to read.

Since there are so few traditions determining
the layout of the pages, finished copy varies from
newsroom to newsroom. The rules discussed

here are not “gospel.”” They have been selected
because they seem the most effective or adapt-
able.

CONSISTENCY

There are all sorts of ways broadcast news copy
could be livened up. You might imitate the poet
E. E. Cummings and

type
the

words in
e
voc
a
tive
patterns.

Or place the paper in the typewriter at rakish

" angles or capitalize every third word. Such

“creativity,” however, would not last long in a
newsroom. Newscasters want every page of
copy to look like the page before it, so that they
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know exactly where to look and what to read.
Surprises and variations in format upset concen-
tration and cause mistakes.

These first style rules ensure that each page of
copy follows the same format. They are designed
for consistency.

1. Typing

On the air there is no time to figure out whether
that loop was meant to be an o or an e. What-
ever the quality of penmanship, handwritten
copy is out. All broadcast copy must be typed.

No one cares how many fingers a writer uses
to work the machine as long as the copy comes
out clean, readable—and fast. Broadcast jour-
nalists turn out much more copy per day than
newspaper reporters; so a typing speed of less
than 40 words a minute is a handicap. That
5-minute newscast goes on the air at 9 o’clock
sharp. There’s no such thing as an extension or
an incomplete.

Since typewriters are such important tools in
broadcast newsrooms, it is worth taking a mo-
ment to look at them. Typewriters produce their
characters in three basic sizes. Elite, the smallest,
is almost never found in broadcast newsrooms;
those small letters are too hard to read out loud.
Pica, or standard size, is the most common in
schools and broadcast newsrooms. Newsrooms
also use a third, less common, typewriter: great

primer or executive size. It has one distinct ad-
vantage: it's very easy to read. KNX in Los
Angeles uses executive size (see foot of this
page).

A question on which broadcast newsrooms
are clearly divided is whether to type all-caps or
upper/lower case. Some use all capital letters
because the letters are larger and, they believe,
easier to read. Others use the standard upper/
lower case style, with which most of us are famil-
jar, because it gives more visual information. For
instance, the distinction between proper names
and other words is clearer in upper/lower case:

President Carter begins a news
conference with a threat to VETO
those bills in Congress which —— he
says —— are pushing federal spending
too high.

Bob Cain, NBC

Which is best to learn? Although most broad-
cast journalists probably type all-caps, there is a
clear advantage in learning the other style: it's
much easier to switch from upper/lower to all-
caps—all you have to do is press the lock on the
shift of your typewriter. If a writer learns all-caps,
however, and switches to a newsroom that uses
upper/lower, it will be necessary to regain the
habit of capitalizing. Thus upper/lower case typ-
ing is more adaptable.

P
[t

=

-

3
"

familiar commands on the

%

T
-y
:

ashin

-

of

=
s
%
a3
(¢3)
9]
Q3
:.___
2

'WRITING / COPY
8
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One final typing rule: always triple space. It is
clearer and leaves room for corrections. (The
examples in this book are single-spaced only to
save space, of course.)

Incidentally, the typewriter no longer has a se-
cure future in broadcast newsrooms. A few sta-
tions, such as KCBS, San Francisco, have begun
replacing typewriters with computer-operated
video display terminals. These stations use most
of the same basic rules for organizing copy but
require writers to master a set of computer oper-
ations for correcting and then distributing copy.

2. Margins

Copy that is spread all over the page is difficult to
read. Wide margins are best in broadcast
news—they make the copy stand out. Most
newswriters leave a one-inch margin on both the
left and right side of the page, which allows room
for about 55 or 60 characters per line. It's impor-
tant that the length of lines of copy be consistent
so that the time it takes to read a story can be de-
termined by counting the lines.

Most radio news stories are short and should
be centered on the page—beginning at least two
and a half inches from the top.

Television news copy uses different margins.
They are discussed in Chapter 16, ‘“Writing to
Visuals.”

3. Headings

As the stories flow through the newsroom—in
and out of typewriters, files and newscasts—the
news staff must be able to identify each one at a
glance. Therefore, each page of copy must have
a heading that tells anyone picking it up a few
things about the copy on that page. There is no
time to produce an involved summary at the top
of each story, but a certain minimal amount of in-
formation is necessary:

1. The slug The slug is the name or title the
writer gives the story. It's the word or words
people in the newsroom use to refer to that story

throughout that day and after the story finds its
way into the files. A story about the recall of
some Chevrolets might be slugged CHEVY.

A slug must be short. Writers rarely waste words
by using a slug that is longer than one or occa-
sionally two words. A call by Senator William
Proxmire for new legislation to prevent bribes
abroad by United States companies may be
slugged PROXMIRE. When the murderer
who called himself Son of Sam was terrorizing
New York City, SAM was an adequate slug
—no need for his full name.

A slug must be clear. The slug must clearly iden-
tify the story it heads. Don’t get cute and slug a
story about the city council’s failure to act
on the proposed highway—INOTHING. That
may succeed in amusing colleagues, but at the
risk of confusing them. Choose a word or two
that clearly labels the story, in this case—
COUNCIL or HIGHWAY. And watch out for
slugs that might refer to more than one story
on the proposed highway—NOTHING.
MURDER is not an acceptable slug in a large
city—too many of them. Be more specific—
KNIFING or STRANGLER. Similarly. the
name of the president is rarely used as a slug.
He is involved in too many different stories.
Slug his plan for veterans—VETS—or his trip
to Europe—EUROPE TRIP.

A slug must be all caps—so 1t stands out from the
copy below.

2. The date Each story heading should in-
clude the date on which the story was written.
Exact records are vital in the news business.
Sometime in the future, someone may refer back
to the COUNCIL story and need to know the
exact date of that meeting.

3. The time of the next newscast News
loses its freshness quickly on the radio. The
time—*'6:30am” —in the heading tells everyone
that by 10 a.m. that story is already at least 3%
hours old. That's important.

CONSISTENCY
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4. The writer’s initials or last name Often
newscasters or the writers of later shows will
have a question about a story. A name or initials
on the story tell them whom to ask. This is also
the writer's way of taking responsibility for the
story. It shows where to direct the praise or
blame.

Some newsrooms omit one or two of these
items, some may add an additional item; but
these four make up the standard heading. They
are typed in the upper-left-hand corner of the
page, clearly separate from the body of the story.
Stacked:

EUROPE TRIP
11/11
10:05am
mullins

Or across the top of the page:

EUROPE TRIP 11/11 10:05am mullins

Here’s a page of copy with a heading for use at
6:15 p.m.:
7-21 shanov HEAT 6:15pm

The record-breaking heat got to
66 youngsters while they were
attending the Yeshiva-Flatbush Broad
Channel Day Camp this afternoon.

The children started complaining
of headaches, weakness and nausea...
classic signs of heat exhaustion.

Some of them were too weak to walk
to the nearby Peninsula Hospital
Center...so they had to be carried
into the emergency room by camp
counselors.

All the campers recovered after
resting for a while in the hospital's
air-conditioned auditorium.

Liz Shanov, WCBS, New York City

4. Pages

One story to a page. Stories may need to be
shuffled and rearranged to make them into a
coherent newscast. If a few stories are written on
the same page, they are fixed in that order;
there’s no flexibility.

Few radio stories run longer than one page. If
one does, a heavy dark arrow is drawn on the
bottom of the first page pointing to the right. This
advises the newscaster to turn the page for more.
Some stations use the newspaper cue for a
continuation—(MORE). Then FIRST ADD is
included in the heading of the second page.
Why not simply number the pages 1, 2, 3?
Numerals are reserved for numbering the pages
of the final newscast script.

How do writers indicate that the story is
finished? Many type -0- or -30- or ####,
centered, a few lines after the final line of the
story. Others do not use any symbol to mark the
end of the story. If there is no arrow at the end of
a page, it is understood to be the end of that
story. But it's best to use one of the symbols to
make sure the newscaster understands that it is
the end.

READABILITY

The rest of the style rules covered here are de-
signed to make the copy as easy as possible to
read on the air.

1. Numbers

Read this out loud quickly: $57,313. If you had
to pause for a moment it may have been be-
cause the dollar sign, which should be read last,
is written first; or perhaps because it takes time to
translate the numerals into words. The seconds it
takes to convert these symbols into ‘‘fifty-seven
thousand, three hundred and thirteen dollars”
are enough to throw off a newscaster's pacing.
Numbers pose difficulties—they must be written
in the clearest possible fashion.

WRlTlNGo/ COoPY
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Some newsrooms solve the problem by spell-
ing out all numbers. The disadvantage of this
approach is that time is wasted typing long trains
of words that are confusing in themselves be-
cause they are unfamiliar to us— twenty-nine mil-
lion, three hundred and seventy-four thousand.

A few newsrooms try to get by with numerals
and take their chances that their newscasters can
convert 29,374,000 swiftly. But most broadcast
newsrooms follow certain rules for numbers that
are designed to make them as easy as possible to
read on the air:

1. Spell out all numbers through eleven. Three,
six, ten are familiar words, while numerals
like 1, 8, 11 can get lost in the copy.

Use numerals for all numbers from 12 to 999.
They're easy to read, while writing them
out—seven-hundred and ninety-three—
takes more energy and is more confusing.
Spell out the words thousand, million and
billion, but use numerals for the numbers that
modify them—75-thousand, 3-million, 400-
billion. Never make the newscaster count
commas, as in 45672,000. Write—45-
million, 672-thousand. Since the numerals 1
and 11 are so skinny that they tend to get lost
or confused, always spell them out—even in
combination with thousand, million or
billion—one-million, eleven-thousand.
Years are an exception—practice has made
us expert at reading them. Write 1985, 1492,
not nineteen eighty-five.

Ordinal numbers under 12th can be handled
either way. Both third and 3rd are easy to
read. From 12th to 999th use numerals with
their suffix—22nd, 456th. Larger ordinals
should be handled with a combination of
words and numerals—I13-billionth, 2nd mil-
lion.

All the symbols and terms that are used with
numbers should be spelled out. Dollar is the
one used most frequently. Write: 3-million
dollars, 48 dollars. Never use the dollar sign
($). This is true for cents, degrees, pounds,
inches, percent, feet, miles, acres, years, min-

utes, seconds, hours and all metric mea-
surements—50 liters, five kilometers.

. Fractions and decimal points should always
be spelled out—three-fourths, one-half, three
point two, 7 point 5 million.

. Numbers that are being used in the same
context should be written 'n the same way.
Don’t write a score as 24 to ten. Write: 24 to
10. However, numbers that should be read
separately can often be best understood
when written in different styles: his score was
60, twelve under par.

These are rules that make numbers easier to
read on the air, but there’s one final rule about
numbers that is discussed in Chapter 2—they
should not be used too often.

2. Abbreviations

An abbreviation quiz. What do these letters stand
for?

Mo. Dec.
CST Alta,
mm Rep.
bros.

If you had to hesitate for a moment over any of
the answers (Missouri, Central Standard Time,
millimeter, brothers, December, the Canadian
province Alberta, Representative), you should be
able to guess the rule for most abbreviations in
broadcast newscopy—don’t use them. Newscast-
ers can't afford to hesitate.

Newswriters should write a word as they want
it to be read. If they want Lieutenant Govemnor,
they should write Lieutenant Governor, not Lt.
Gov. If they want New Mexico, they should not
write. NM. However, when the abbreviation
should be read by the newscaster as an abbrevia-
tion, it should be written that way, with hyphens
separating the letters: C-I-A, A-F-L-C-I-O,
Y-M-C-A, I-B-M, F-C-C, p-m, A-S-P-C-A,
C-B-S, A and P. Also, N double-A-C-P and N-C
double-A.

Well-known acronyms such as NATO, NASA,

READABILITY
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UNICEF and OPEC obviously don’t need to be
spelled out, nor do they need hyphens between
their letters because the individual letters are not
meant to be read.

Often in a story a writer introduces an organi-
zation by its full name, then refers to it by its
initials when it is mentioned again. The first time
it is the National Football League; afterwards
N-F-L.

The only exceptions to this rule are titles of
personal address—Mr., Ms., Mrs., Miss, Dr.
There is no need to spell them out because
newscasters can read them without hesitating.

3. Corrections

Amidst the clutter of a radio newsroom some
delicate work is going on. The copy those
pressured men and women are slamming out of
their typewriters must be clean enough for a
newscaster to read smoothly and surely. When
broadcast journalists make a mistake, they can-
not use complex deletion marks; they cannot
add words by scribbling them in the margins;
and they cannot use arrows to show that they
want paragraphs flip flopped because the news-
caster’s eye should not be asked to follow ar-
rows, glance at the margin or decipher symbols.

All corrections in broadcast news copy must be
written or typed in the main body of the copy—
exactly where they are supposed to be read.
They must be clear and easily understood. Often
corrections are handwritten—using block print-
ing, never script. In those cases the handwriting
must be neat and bold, not dainty. You will
never hear a newscaster say, “‘I think this says. . . .”"

There are only four copy markings used to
correct broadcast copy:

1. Deletion. To cross out a word or two, draw a
bold, solid line through the words, a line that
is dark enough so that there will be no doubt
that everything under the line is out:

/N
The swesesidmiss accident was the second

this month.

\ATRlTlNGz—/ COPY
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Most newswriters then draw an arc over the
deleted words to direct the newscaster’s eye to

what comes next:
——

In both accidents somebody mems was
seriously injured.

. Substitution. To switch words, cross out the

old one and write the new word or words
above it—neatly. Draw little lines to show
exactly where the new word belongs:

not-

That corner ave a traffic

light.

Place punctuation marks next to the words
they follow so that they are not overlooked.

UNACCEPTABLE:

Vradf/;exmeaax /
Both accidents —

someone ran a stop sign.
ACCEPTABLE:
Asd he same cause--

Both accidents
someone ran a stop sign.

. Addition. To add one or more words, use a

symbol that shows clearly where the addi-
tional words go:

eommum'fy leaders,

A group oflhas petitioned the
city to install a light.

. Major deletion. To show that the end of a line

of copy, or a complete line or more, has been
crossed out, put a bold line through the de-
leted words; then draw a line to guide the
newscaster's eye to the words that should be
read next:

The Minnesota Pollut ionydmmmess
Sovsswibsmiid(Control Agency is

(declaring a moratorium on the

building of large cattle and pig
feedlots.



The Egyptian president will stop

next inw
stesessedesmtthree western European

countries.

These are all the correction symbols that
should be used. To change letters in a word,
cross out the entire word and retype it or print it
neatly above. Never fiddle with the letters.

UNACCEPTABLE:
They'll be there to greet the

i
presxdent.

Similarly, to add a whole sentence to the copy,
retype the entire page. Never try to squeeze a
sentence in between two other lines or connect it
with arrows.

All corrections may be correct, but if there are
too many of them, the copy will still be difficult to
read. Solution? Retype the page. Since there
isn’t time in a broadcast newsroom for much
retyping, most writers leam to produce clean
copy the first time through. Again, do not let the
newsroom atmosphere fool you. This is a neat
business.

4. Don’t Split Words

The rules of grammar permit breaking a word
between syllables at the end of a line if there is
no room to type the complete word. In a term
paper or a business report you may write ‘‘Eng-"’
at the end of one line and “lish” at the start of
the next. However, broadcast style is stricter.
Splitting words by syllables is not allowed be-
cause split words are difficult to read aloud with-
out adding an unnatural pause. The newswriter
doesn’t want the newscaster to say “Eng (pause)
lish.” The word should be read “English,” so
that is how it should be written—all syllables
together.

If the complete word will not fit at the end of
one line, start the whole word on the next. If
part of the word has already been typed, and

the rest will not fit, cross it out and start again on
the next line.

5. Don’t Split Sentences

This is a similar rule. Sentences should not be
continued onto a second page in broadcast news
because that would cause the newscaster to
pause inappropriately in the middle of the sen-
tence while flipping the page.

If the complete sentence will not fit at the end
of the first page, change pages and type the
whole sentence on the next page. If you find
yourself running out of paper in the middle of a
sentence, cross out the part of the sentence you
have already typed and start it again on the next

page.

6. Emphasis

This sentence can have four different meanings:

Then they deported him. (They had waited until that
time.)

Then they deported him, (Officials of two other
countries had already deported him.)

Then they deported him. (He had already been
arrested and held without bail.)

Then they deported him. (His wife had been deported
a week earlier.)

The meaning of the sentence depends on which
of the four words is emphasized.

When words are written to be read out loud,
emphasis becomes a semantic tool. Broadcast
journalists often use emphasis to clarify or mod-
ify the meaning of the words they write:

He was shocked when he found HIS
name on the indictment.

He was shocked when he found his
name on the indictment.

There are two ways to indicate that a word
should be emphasized by the newscaster:
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1. Underlining. This is the most common
method:

The suspect was driving a car
similar to the one the witness
had described.

The suspect was driving a car
similar to the one the witness
had described.

2. All-caps. (This device is not available, of
course, when the copy itself is typed in all
capital letters.)

Officials say ONE MATCH may have
started the fire.

Officials say one match MAY have
started the fire.

The word not deserves special mention. For a
small word it has tremendous power—by itself it
can completely reverse the meaning of a sen-
tence:

The district attorney said he did
do it.

The district attorney said he did
not do it.

Not has a tendency to get confused with the
word now. In deference to its power, underlining
or typing it all-caps is usually wise. Even with this
precaution, prudence dictates that the word in-
nocent be used instead of not guilty. A libel suit
could result from a newscaster omitting the not
there (see Chapter 9, “Ethics and Law”).

7. Pauses

Broadcast news is written to be performed. A
pause is occasionally called for, and, like a stage
cue, the pause should be indicated in the script.

Ensuring that the newscaster pauses a beat
between sentences can help separate different
thoughts:

- —WﬁlNG; COPY
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The union's leader called the offer
unsatisfactory....Talks will
continue tomorrow.

A pregnant pause can add a touch of drama to
broadcast news:;

She said her major enemy is ——
herself.

The traditional grammatical indicators of
pauses are periods, commas and semicolons.
The semicolon is a device for holding together
long, rambling sentences. There are no long,
rambling sentences in broadcast news. The
semicolon is not needed. The comma and period
remain valuable tools, but the broadcast jour-
nalist often looks for punctuation marks with
more visual impact.

Commas and periods don’t look like pauses. A
dash ( -- ) and an ellipsis (...), on the other hand,
are graphic cues for the reader to rest a beat
between words. Broadcast journalists use them
frequently. For example:

The city council ruled that sidewalks
WILL be put in...in all new
sub—-divisions —— bar none.

KCUE, Minnesota

Some notes on pauses:

1. Remember that on a typewrter a dash is:
space, hyphen, hyphen, space ( -- ).

2. The ellipsis is an ideal stage cue because the
desired length of the pause can be shown by
the number of dots in the ellipsis. The usual
three dots might mean a one-beat pause.
Five or six tell the newscaster to stop for one
and a half or two beats:

The city real estate tax rate has
been climbing steadily for the past
ten years...and today the city tax
commission said this year is no
exception..... The hike will be
high...a jump of 65 cents for each
100 dollars of assessed value.
WMCA, New York City
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3. Remember that these punctuation marks, like
the periods and commas they replace, must
be used according to the rules of grammar:

UNACCEPTABLE:

The town supervisor — Paul Earl
says he doesn't like the plan.

ACCEPTABLE:

The town supervisor —— Paul Earl —-
says he doesn't like the plan.

4. There is a subtle difference in the function of
an ellipsis and a dash. An ellipsis generally is
used to tack on an additional thought: “He’s
going to Washington . . . to finish out his
term.” The dash is used to qualify or clarify
the previous thought: “He's going to
Washington -- the city where his problems
started.”

8. Spelling

Listeners will never know whether a writer
spelled the name of the chairman of the Chinese
Communist Party correctly in broadcast copy.
They’ll never find out that a newswriter doesn’t
know how to spell separate or confuses site with
cite. So why worry about spelling?

Wornry because faulty spelling can damage a
reputation in the newsroom; worry because
sloppy spelling can lead to sloppy pronunciation,
which listeners will hear; most of all, worry be-
cause spelling errors can jar a newscaster into an
error,

If decision is spelled dicision, the newscaster
can read the word easily enough but, a few
words later, may be wondering, “What illiterate
wrote this copy?”’ And that thought might well
interfere with the reading of the next line and
cause the newscaster to stumble. If nothing else,
sloppy spelling is a distraction, and distractions
cannot be allowed to creep into copy.

Some people are congenitally bad spellers,
but there is a cure for this disease: concentration

.. and a dictionary. Keep a concise dictionary

by your desk and use it a lot (not “‘alot’’). It takes
about 25 seconds to look up a word. If a writer
has any doubt about how the word is spelled,
those 25 seconds are a wise investment.

Broadcast joumalists do choose to differ with
the dictionary in one area—the use of hyphens.
The word antiaircraft, for instance, is easier to
read with a hyphen: anti-aircraft. Semitropical
reads better as semi-tropical. But as the
stylebook used at Houston’s KEYH warns,
newswriters have to be careful not to hyphenate
us out of the English language; for example,
master-piece would distract, not help.

Spelling is not generally considered a creative
discipline, but some broadcast journalists have
come up with what they consider to be im-
provements on the language that go well beyond
the occasional extra hyphen. They spell says,
one of the most frequently used words in broad-
cast news, sez or shorten night to nite. And,
when noting the length of a story, sex, they find,
is a shorter, and perhaps more stimulating, way
to write the abbreviation for seconds. Enuf, u get
the idea!

Dallas Townsend, who has worked as writer
and newscaster for the CBS World News
Round-Up for more than two decades, has de-
veloped a shorthand for typing his own copy that
almost amounts to a code. The is ¢, that is tt, this
is ts, year is yr, service is suc, etc. Other writers
should wait, however, until they get a decade or
two under their belts before they consider exper-
imenting with such shortcuts. In most news-
rooms alternative spellings would at the very
least disorient those who weren't clued in—
especially new employees. They should not be
used. Except for an occasional extra hyphen,
spell as the dictionary spells.

9. Pronunciation

Listeners can’t react to spelling, but they surely
would let the station manager know their feelings
if the pronunciation were wrong. Incorrectly
pronouncing a place name may be embarrass-
ing. But, incorrectly pronouncing a person’s
name can be both embarrassing and insulting.

READABILITY
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Pronunciation is a serious problem when writ-
ing foreign news, but it is perhaps even more
dangerous in local copy, especially in a small
town. At a small station a beginning journalist
may find it difficult to sound authoritative as the
only person in town who doesn’t know that
Councilman McCaugh’s name is pronounced
Mac-COY and School Board President Finkel-
stein insists that it's Finkel-STEEN, not Finkel-
STINE. And woe to anyone in the author’s
hometown who says STEFF-ens. It's pro-
nounced STEE-fens.

There are two ways to guard against errors in

pronunciation:
~—~—

1. Check the pronunciation of all potentially
troublesome names by asking. In a local story
this must be one of the questions a writer or
reporter should ask Mr. Perez: “Is it PER-ez
or Per-EZ?” If necessary call someone who
knows the person, or call Mr. Perez. For out-
of-town names, a simple, and free, call to
long-distance information can secure the cor-
rect pronunciation of a place or a person who
may be well known in that area.

Foreign names present a different problem
with the same solution: ask. French author
Simone de Beauvoir is in the news. If the
wire story does not include a pronunciation
guide, or if the writer is not working from wire
copy, it's time to call a local French teacher.
Sometimes, if the unfamiliar name is not cru-
cial to the story, it might be better to consider
writing the story without the name—if it
means nothing to the joumalist, it probably
won't mean anything to the average listener.

2. Indicate clearly in the copy the correct pro-
nunciation. The most effective way is to type
the phonetic spelling in parentheses directly
above the actual spelling:

(See—-MONE duh BOH-vwahr)
French author Simone de Beauvoir

(EEV Sahn Loh—ROHN)
French designer Yves Saint Laurent

{Mehn-AH-hehm BEH-gihn)
Israeli Prime Minister Menahem Begin

It's not necessary to master the rules of
formal phonetic spelling. Any spelling that
conveys the correct pronunciation will do.
Just spell it as it sounds. Soviet Foreign Minis-
ter Gromyko sounds like Grom-EE-co; that’s
good enough. Put a hyphen between sylla-
bles and type the accented syllable all-caps.

But remember that pronunciation is a fact and,
as with any fact, almost right is still wrong.

10. Timing

Newspaper copy is measured in inches. Broad-
cast copy is measured in seconds. A newspaper
story may have to be cut to nine inches to fit the
space left on a page. A broadcast story may have
to be cut to 20 seconds to fit the time left in a
newscast. Too short, and there may be some
“dead air’—silence. Too long, and the start of
the next program may be cut off. Start thinking
time!

How do newswriters calculate how long a
broadcast story will run? They read it at the same
speed it's going to be read on the air while timing
it with a stopwatch. Most newsrooms have stop-
watches. You might want to buy your own. The
important thing to remember when timing copy
is to read it exactly as it’s going to be read on the
air. That means reading it out loud, since we
read faster when we read silently. And read the
copy at the pace used by the newscaster. If
there's time, get the newscaster to read it.

Obviously, timing each story can be a time-
consuming procedure, but after some practice a
shortcut may be used. Writers leam how many
seconds it takes their newscaster to read a line,
and then, using simple arithmetic, determine the
number of seconds it will take the newscaster to
read a story.

On the average, a 55- to 60-character line
runs 3% to 4 seconds. But don’t rely on this. The
key factor is the pace of the person who will be
reading the copy. Once a newswriter has that
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down, a whole newscast can be timed just by
counting lines. Professional newscasters main-
tain a consistent pace. This procedure won’t work
as well with beginners.

The length of the tape (see Chapter 10,
“Tape’’) used in some stories must also be con-
sidered when timing newscasts. Some veteran
newscasters have reached the point where, if
they know how much tape they have, they can
glance through the pile of copy, glance at the
clock, and know how much they will have time
to read. This sixth sense takes years to develop.
Until then, time each story.

Wirite the time in seconds at the bottom or top
of the story and circle it. Using a colon saves the
trouble of writing out “seconds’:

11. Testing

In a good broadcast newsroom people are talk-
ing to themselves. Broadcast copy is written to
be read aloud, and the only safe test of how it
will sound is to read it out loud. The BBC in
Britain used to force their newswriters to dictate
copy to secretaries to ensure that they had put
their writing through this oral test.

Stories should be read aloud while they're
being written—this is called talking to the
typewriter—and then again after they are com-
plete. A sentence that looks fine on paper may
turn out to be too long to read smoothly or may
be a tongue-twister, or may simply sound stiff.

Another problem is sibilant sounds. Certain
design defects in human vocal tracts and lim-
itations in microphones must be considered
when writing broadcast copy. For example,
when people read a few consecutive s, sh, z or
soft ¢ sounds, they start hissing.

UNACCEPTABLE:

She said small size businesses
are especially susceptible to
idiosyncrasies in business cycles.

WAZY in Indiana changed the first to the second
to stop the hiss:

No fault car insurance is being
considered. ..

No fault car insurance being
considered. ..

A series of popping p or b sounds can make little
exploding noises in the microphone.

UNACCEPTABLE:

Poor planning precipitated a
basically perpendicular plummet in
popular products.

And in a sentence with too many r sounds, the
words will be drowned out by the rumble.

UNACCEPTABLE:

Repeated reordering errors require
a corrective response.

These tongue twisters shouldn’t scare off all
attempts at alliteration. Repeating some letters
can sometimes give a sentence a pleasing sound.
Notice how the repetition of k and b sounds adds
flavor to this line:

She bakes the worms until they're
crispy, and then crumbles them into
a guiche like bacon bits.

Dallas Townsend, CBS

The only sure test of what will work is to read
the sentence aloud. The ear is the best critic.
Every story should be read aloud.
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SUMMARY

A list of the rules:

1.
2.

Typing—upper/lower case.

Margins—leave an inch on each side of the

page; center copy on the page.

Headings—slug, date, time of next newscast

and writer’s initials or last name.

Pages—one story per page; an arrow at the

bottom if there are more pages; FIRST ADD,

SECOND ADD instead of numbering pages

2, 3.

Numbers—

up to eleven, spell out

from 12 to 999, use numerals

one-thousand and up, use combinations of
numerals and words

numerals for years

spell out all symbols

spell out fractions and decimal points

numbers being used the same way, write
the same way

Abbreviations—write them as they are sup-

PRACTICE ASSIGNMENTS

11.

12.

13.

14.
15.

posed to be read, except titles of personal
address.

Corrections—place them in the copy where
they are supposed to be read; only four
acceptable correction symbols:

1. Deletion (of word or words)

2. Substitution (of word or words)

3. Addition (of word or words)

4. Major deletion (whole or partial lines)

. Don’t split words onto different lines.
. Don’t split sentences onto different pages.
. Emphasis—indicate by underlining or typ-

ing all-caps.

Pauses-—dashes and ellipses effective when
used properly.

Spelling—with the exception of conventions
accepted by the entire newsroom, spelling
counts.

Pronunciation—check; indicate difficult pro-
nunciations in the copy.

Timing—time all copy.

Test—read all copy aloud.

A. Edit these sentences for use in broadcast copy,
using proper correction marks.

1.

2.

3/4 of a million bees are being evicted from the
park at 12th St. today.

Police say there have been twenty-two murders
in the city this year . . . 8% more than last year.
More than 100,000 people are expected to at-
tend the festival named for Woodstock, NY.
Police say 13 Ibs. of marijuana were discovered in
the home of a Dedham high school student at
8:00 last night.

The temperature in Lansing, Mich., dropped to
—10° last night . . . a record low.

State workers in New Jersey have won a pay hike
of $2.13/hr., up 5.8% from last year.

CORE and the NAACP will challenge the Federal
Bureau of Investigation in court in Dec.
O-P-E-C will announce a $5/barrel price in-
crease today.

10.

11.

12.

. County Chairwoman .

. . Ellie Mays says she
won’t support Gov. Flannery.

He hopes to sail to Marseilles -- France and then
drive to Cannes.

If they choose to negotiate seperate contracts, it
could delay work at the construction sight alot
longer.

Next he'll visit Wiesbaden, W. Germany -- then
he heads home.

B. Type out this story with a heading, using proper
copy style:

Two research scientists for the Center for Disease
Control are being allowed to return to work after
spending 3 weeks in isolation. The two were acciden-
tally exposed to the deadly African virus Lassa Fever,
first detected in Zaire 10 years ago. Normally the
incubation period for the disease is fourteen days, but
medical experts kept the two men under observation
for an extra week, just to make sure.
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WORDS

Newspapers, books and magazines are written
for the eye. Broadcast news copy is written for
the ear. This might seem like a mere anatomical
technicality, but it is, perhaps, the key to under-
standing the nature of broadcast newswriting.

The eye and the ear have different tastes.
More of the brain is devoted to the eyes than to
any of the other senses. The eye is sharp enough
to take its information straight and fast:

The Soviet Embassy in Washington has rejected
attomey Edward Bennett Williams’s application for a
visa that would have permitted him to go to the Soviet
Union where he hoped to participate in the trial of
imprisoned Soviet dissident Alexander Ginsburg.

A less sophisticated instrument, the ear gets
confused, or bored, by unrelieved lists of facts.
The ear, the music-loving sense, prefers an
easier, more clever presentation of information:

One of the country's best-known trial
lawyers, Edward Bennett Williams,

has been cold-shouldered by the
Soviet Union. Williams wanted to go
to Moscow and take part in the trial

19

of Alexander Ginsburg, but the Soviet

Embassy says no.
Dallas Townsend, CBS

One effective way of determining whether
broadcast writing suits the needs of the ear is to
compare it to another form of communication
aimed at that sense—conversation. How would
a person who has heard of a major fire
downtown tell a friend about it? ‘“‘Four people
were killed and nine others injured this morning
in a fire which destroyed the Acme Packing
Company.” Not likely. The person would prob-
ably say, ‘“Hey, a factory burned down this
morning and four people were trapped inside
and killed.”

That is a more conversational way of relating
the information. It works better for the listener’s
ear than the abrupt, fact-laden newspaper style.
And that, without the ‘‘hey,” is how broadcast
news is written—conversationally.

Not:

The vice president of the New York City branch of the
Red Cross stated in a press conference today that
many Christmas toys can inflict injury upon
unsuspecting youngsters.
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That’s not conversational. Instead, a broadcast
journalist would write:

A Red Cross official warns that many
Christmas toys can be dangerous
for kids.

A broadcast journalist generally has more to
say and less time to say it than people do in
conversation; so it won’t do to be merely chatty.
And broadcast news has too much power to
allow guesses and opinions to spice up the copy.
This is another area in which it parts company
with conversation. But the basic style of broad-
cast prose is conversational:

Albuquerque could be getting an extra
million dollars or so to create jobs
for young people...since so many
are out of work here.

KOB, New Mexico

Geoff Hammond of KYNN in Nebraska puts it
this way: ‘“Write like you talk, not like you write.”

If you have been trained in newspaper jour-
nalism, broadcast newswriting is going to require
you to make some adjustments. Although news-
paper style is changing (in part due to the influ-
ence of broadcast news), newspapers still use a
harder, less conversational style. For example,
the New York Times:

Dr. William J. Ronan defended yesterday the
expense-paid overseas trips he took with his wife
when he was chairman of the Port Authority of New
York and New Jersey, and he told a legislative inquiry
that such business travel by commissioners and their
spouses should be encouraged.

A broadcast journalist would write:

Former Chairman William Ronan says it
wasn't a bad idea for the Port
Authority to fly him and his wife
around the world. If fact, he says,
such all-expense-paid trips should

be encouraged.

This chapter and the next four are about writ-
ing, starting with the basics—words.

COMMON LANGUAGE

Broadcast news is not written to impress or uplift.
Its job is to communicate information; so it must
speak a language that most listeners understand.
That means no stately effects, unwieldy words,
strange jargon or stiff constructions . . . slang only
when it's clear. Omamentation hinders com-
munication.

Broadcast news must speak the common
tongue. These are the rules of writing plain Eng-
lish.

1. Informal

How often is the verb state used in conversation?
“That man states that he escaped through the
back.” And how about the pronoun one? “One
has to make a reservation to eat at that restaur-
ant.” These are not the kind of words most of us
use when we talk. They sound too formal and
pretentious. Therefore, they have no place in
broadcast news.

To write conversationally, broadcast jour-
nalists use a vocabulary that corresponds to the
one used in conversation.

Following is a partial list of words that are
generally too formal for broadcast news, with
conversational altematives:

FORMAL CONVERSATIONAL
male, female man, woman
beverage drink
physician doctor
attorney lawyer
deceased dead

passed away died
terminate end
commence begin

prior to before
subsequent to after
endeavor try

utilize use
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reside live
edifice building
residence home
assemblage audience
consequently SO
transpire happen
venture try
cognizant aware
youth teenager
laceration cut
abrasion scrape
intoxicated drunk
visage face
indisposed ill, sick

Most of the words in the “formal” column
have an additional liability. They take longer to
say; therefore they waste time. This example of
overly formal writing was used on the air:

The route is a revision of the
Norfolk-Cincinnati Mountaineer, a
two—year experimental route that will
be terminated in compliance with a
recent directive issued by the
secretary of transportation.

This should read:

The new train route will replace the
Norfolk-Cincinnati Mountaineer. The
secretary of transportation had
decided to eliminate this two-year-—
old experimental route.

2. Simple

In some circles an ability to toss around large,
obscure words is a measure of intelligence, but
not in broadcast news. Using dissemble instead
of lie may impress some, but it is also likely to
befuddle others. Small, common words com-
municate better to a mass audience than their
multisyllabic synonyms. On the air this is espe-
cially important. Words that we might succeed in
deciphering in a newspaper or book are much
more difficult to comprehend as they fly by on
the radio. For one thing a listener cannot take the

time to puzle out an obscure word without
missing the words that come after.

Here is a list of some words that broad-
cast joumnalists have removed from their copy
because they are believed to be needlessly
obscure, along with acceptable substitutes:

DIFFICULT CONVERSATIONAL
eschew avoid
oblique indirect
exacerbate make worse
pernicious dangerous
peruse read
remunerate pay
aperture opening
imbibe drink
obfuscate confuse
conflagration fire
altercation argument
contusion bruise
purloin steal
prodigious large
spurious false

Many additional words that can confuse are in
the dictionary and thesaurus. Good broadcast
journalists leave them there. And don’t despair
that your vocabulary will be depleted—rejoice
that it will be sharpened.

3. Journalese

Over the years journalists have developed their
own vocabulary. After they had written a few fire
stories, they began searching for other ways to
say fire. So they discovered dynamic little words
that had been hibemating in the dictionary—like
blaze. From then on, the second time a fire was
referred to it was called a blaze.

Blaze is not an unwieldy word—it weighs in at
a trim one syllable. Yet it is not a word that
people normally use in conversation. You don’t
hear mothers warning their kids not to play with
matches because they might start a blaze.

The newsroom name for words that are used
and overused almost exclusively by journalists is
journalese. You may ask why journalists

COMMON 2LANGUAGE
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shouldn’t be allowed their own language. The
problem is that the more journalists sink into an
exclusive vocabulary, the less contact their words
have with their listeners.

UNACCEPTABLE:

The chief executive scored the milk
probe, saying a price hike looms
in the future.

All the words here are short and informal, but
this is not common language.

ACCEPTABLE:

The president is predicting that milk
prices will be going up. He says a
congressional investigation into

the price of milk has accomplished
nothing.

JOURNALESE CONVERSATIONAL
hit, flay, rap, blast attack

comb search

heist robbery

slate schedule

bar prevent

nab catch

mum quiet

Many of these words have been popularized by
newspaper headline writers looking for short,
pithy words. Broadcast news must use a more
conversational vocabulary.

4. Technical Terms

Sometimes events get technical. A vice president
pleads nolo contendere. A quasar is discovered
because of a dramatic red shift. A capacitor
blows, cutting the sound on a presidential de-
bate. A politician proposes zero-based budgeting
or changes in the tax law on capital gains.
Some of the words that make news derive
from the private languages of technical profes-
sions such as law, science, electronics and eco-
nomics. These words are not familiar to most
listeners, but broadcast journalists not only must

know what technical terms mean, they must be
able to explain what they mean.

Preparation for this task should begin in school
and continue as a lifetime study of the major
developments in human knowledge as reported
in books, magazines, newspapers and the
broadcast media. People who write news must
be well-read. But, if a story employs a term that
has escaped that lifetime study, it is necessary to
get on the phone and search out the definition
and explanation from a local lawyer, scientist,
economist or other specialist.

Then, once the meaning of a technical term is
clear to the writer, the problem is how to com-
municate the meaning to listeners. Here there’s a
hard and fast rule—translate all jargon. For bet-
ter or worse, radio listeners are not required to
be well-read. Again, it is self-defeating for a
newswriter to rely on words listeners may not
understand. It certainly is possible to educate
and explain, but only in common language.

UNACCEPTABLE:

Astronomers at a California
observatory have discovered a quasar
that demonstrates the largest red
shift ever recorded.

ACCEPTABLE:

Astronomers at a California
observatory have discovered what they
believe may be the most distant and
fastest moving object yet sighted

in the universe.

If the obscure term is important enough for lis-
teners to hear, use it and explain it:

The vice president pleaded nolo
contendere. That means he doesn't
contest the charges. For all

intents and purposes it's the same as
pleading guilty, except he doesn't
have to actually admit guilt.

A common excuse for failing to translate pro-
fessional jargon is, “‘Well, I didn’t understand it
myself.” Obviously that’s no excuse.
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5. Slang

Slang words are the outlaws of our language.
They are best left out of most polite writing be-
cause they are too shady to trust with meaning
and too disconcerting. Nevertheless, slang words
cannot be completely barred from broadcast
news. Often they are witty, charming and pleas-
ing to the ear. Certainly slang is welcome in most
of our conversations.

Republicans think if they can pull
off a couple of wins in Minnesota
this fall...it could signal a
turn—around for the party nationwide.
WCCO, Minneapolis

Slang presents a problem—it is fun but
dangerous. Here are some guidelines for its use:

1. Don’t sound dumb. There are certain slang
constructions that do not sound clever, just
unintelligent:

ain't

can’t hardly

you know (as an interjection)
done up good

2. Don't offend. Obscene language, curses, de-
rogatory names and ethnic slurs are out.
They foul the air.

Cops has become so comfortable in our
language that it has lost its outlaw bite, but
cop is still an unflattering way to refer to a
policeman. Most stations won’t use it. For
one thing they are dependent on a close
working relationship with local police.

3. Don’t ham it up. Some occasions are simply
inappropriate for slang.

UNACCEPTABLE:

The Russian leader doesn't seem
to know where the president is at.

Some slang terms are flip substitutes for
perfectly good words. They push writing be-

yond the conversational into the realm of the
frivolous and affected:

UNACCEPTABLE:

The feds are looking to chase some
local politicos into the slammer.

. Know your audience. On a rock-and-roll sta-

tion, slang expressions such as grass, pot or
ripped off would be understood and might
therefore be acceptable:

The Supreme Court handed down a
decision today that will make it
harder for police to make drug
busts.

WNDE, Indiana

You wouldn’t use this terminology on a sta-
tion with older listeners.

In the South, an occasional you all might
work on a station with an informal program-
ming format. For an extreme example, one
country station supplied the following
weather forecast:

The back side of you is gonna get
kinda wet if you run East tonight
cause we is suspecting that some
wawa may fall out of the blanket in
the sky and bring some of that

much needed precip. Don't worry
none though —— me and Clem will
stay up all night keeping the
bugger away so you and your
livestock won't get hurt. Tell man
to sleep on the couch tonight ——
it's gonna be 71 for a low and
that's too much temp to mix

with funning.

It's hard to imagine an audience for which
that would be acceptable.

. Choose your spot. A slightly unfamiliar slang

term can sometimes be used if the meaning
of the sentence doesn’t hinge on the meaning
of the term.

COMMON 2I::XANGUAGE
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All the "good buddies" out there
with a C-B radio are facing a
crackdown on violations here in
Virginia and across the nation.
WFIR, Virginia

Even if the listener is not really sure what
good buddies means, this sentence makes
sense.

But relatively unfamiliar slang terms cannot
be used if the listener’s understanding of the
sentence might depend on understanding
that word.

UNACCEPTABLE:

The "bears'" were out in force on
the highways last night.

Not enough of us know that bears is the
citizens’-band-radio word for policemen. This
would confuse.

6. Careful, Daddy-o. Slang is the least stable
branch of the language; its fashions change
rapidly. For instance, here is a selection from
40 years’ worth of slang synonyms for the
word great:

the cat’s pajamas too much
tops outta sight
ducky far out
neat right on
nifty heavy

real gone mellow
way out outrageous
groovy bad

So, it's all too easy to use slang words that
are either too avant-garde or too dated.
Broadcast writing shouldn’t be too straight-
laced, but when in doubt, don’t use slang.

6. Contractions

People generally don’t say “‘do not,” they’re not
likely to say ‘“‘they are,” and they usually won’t
say “‘will not.”” Contractions are part of conversa-
tion, and they're part of broadcast news.

WEAK:
There is a good chance.

BETTER:
There's a good chance.

WEAK:
It is not likely.

BETTER:
It's not likely.

Still there are situations where it’s wise to think
twice before substituting an apostrophe for one
or two letters. Combining words in contractions
tends to de-emphasize these words. If a word
needs underlining, it's best not to contract it.

WEAK:
The president will stay home, but
his wife's going.

BETTER:

The president will stay home, but
his wife is going.

And, since it is often important to emphasize the
word not in a sentence, it’s usually best to keep it
out of contractions.

WEAK:
The president isn't going.

BETTER:
The president is not going.

ENGAGING LANGUAGE

A newswriter's subjects are by definition the
most interesting events in a community or in the
world. A serious accident does not have to be
dramatized with adjectives and superlatives to
capture listeners.

UNACCEPTABLE:

Two fine citizens were horribly
burned in a tragic fire and
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explosion near the sleepy little
community of Green Castle in the wee
hours of the morning.

ACCEPTABLE:

A house trailer near Green Castle
exploded this morning. The Putnam
County Sheriff's Department says two
people were hospitalized with burns.
WNDE, Indianapolis

The news can speak for itself. Yet, when the
windshield wipers are flapping, the driver is
dodging puddles, the brakes are starting to lose
their grip and a newswriter wants to get the riders
to lend an ear to a story about a drought, it's wise
to make sure the news is speaking in its strongest
and most engaging voice.

This sentence might easily have gotten bogged
down in the usual descriptions—the sweltering
Northeast, the parched Midwest, the water-
starved West; instead, it grabs attention with one
engaging word:

The heat wave sizzles on today in
much of the U-S.
Dallas Townsend, CBS

The next eight sections distinguish words that
“sizzle” from words that ‘‘sag.”

1. Personal

Sitting alone in a tiny studio, staring at a micro-
phone and a complicated mass of dials, the
newscaster may find it hard to imagine, but there
are people out there listening. The news must
be written as if it's going to be delivered to
people.

If a newscaster were suddenly to mention a
listener’s name, that listener's attention would
obviously be engaged at once. Everyone’s name
cannot be mentioned, but the next best thing is
to personalize the copy to the point where
people think the newscaster is indeed talking to
them.

A man is working in the basement when he
hears on the radio:

The State Power Commission has
approved the Carolina Power and
Light Company's proposed increase
in electric rates.

That might catch his attention, but there’s a way
of writing this story that could cause him to drop
his tools and turn up the radio:

If you are one of Carolina Power and
Light Company's South Carolina
customers, you can expect a higher
bill next month.

WRHI, South Carolina

The word you is the grabber—you are going to
have to pay more money. The use of the second
person makes the story sound as if it is being
addressed directly to the listener. Us and we can
also do the job:

A Findlay man is using a unique
invention to do something that many
of us take for granted.

WFIN, Ohio

This personalized writing usually works well
with consumer stories:

Get ready for a shortage of natural
gas again this winter.
WVOK, Alabama

Of course it can be overused.

UNACCEPTABLE:

Your roads were not that safe last
night. There was a four—-car accident
on Interstate 91.

The secret to personalizing writing is to find
stories that can be related naturally to listeners’
lives. It is not always necessary to use words like
you, us or we:

City University students better get
their checkbooks ready for next fall.
WABC, New York City

ENGAGING2 LANGUAGE
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Checkbooks is the sort of personal, familiar word
that is guaranteed to draw attention.

2. Real

You've seen a car. Have you ever seen automo-
tive production? Unless you're an economist, a
car has more reality to you than automotive
production. Engaging writing is rooted in familiar
terms.

WEAK:

Automotive production declined last
month.

BETTER:

Fewer cars were produced last month.

WEAK:

The people who make disposable
beverage containers. ..

BETTER:

The people who make throwaway
bottles and cans...
WDEE, Detroit

Whenever possible write about real things
rather than abstract concepts. Some examples:

ABSTRACT REAL
precipitation rain, snow
energy gas, electricity
livestock pigs

cooking utensils pots and pans
garment coat
educational institution school
petroleum reserves oil

Abstraction can make the commonplace unin-
telligible, as in this story about a plan for improv-
ing roads, buildings and services. It was used on
the air:

The grant will be used to formulate
a part of the county's comprehensive
development plan. This plan includes
an inventory of existing services
and facilities, identification of

future needs and development of a
strategy for providing needed
improvements.

Make the news real.

UNACCEPTABLE:

The mayor has introduced a proposal
to cover the city's recreational
facilities with more vegetation and
ground cover.

ACCEPTABLE:
The mayor wants to plant more trees
and grass in the city's parks.

Similarly, it often is more effective to write about
the price of milk going up than to write about
inflation, or to write about a local man who has
been out of work than to write about unem-
ployment.

3. Active Verbs

Good broadcast news writing has oomph:

A man burst into a local diner last
night, shot the owner, smashed the
cash register and escaped with over
one—thousand dollars.

Verbs power sentences, give them their drive.
They are the backbone of broadcast journalism.

Broadcast news is meat-and-potatoes
writing—basic and direct. Adjectives and ad-
verbs can be out of place. They are often too rich
and full of empty calories. Too many adverbs
and adjectives make writing flabby:

An intimidating man burst into a
guiet local diner late last night,
brutally smashed the o0ld cash
register, senselessly shot the owner
and quickly escaped with over
one—thousand dollars.

. With modifiers this story is almost twice as long

and half as powerful. What information do the
adjectives and adverbs add? Criminals are gen-
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erally intimidating. Local diners are usually quiet.
There is no nonbrutal way to smash a cash regis-
ter. And how many shootings make sense? How
many criminals escape slowly? The descriptive
words only get in the way of the story.

There are exceptions. A well-chosen adjective
may sometimes be illuminating, especially if it is
unexpected:

The glummest summit in the 17-year
history of the European Economic
Community...

Peter Kalischer, CBS

Glummest is an accurate yet surprising descrip-
tion in this context; that makes it effective.
But adjectives and adverbs often are obvious
or merely decorative. Good newswriters usually
try to avoid them and tell the story with verbs.

WEAK:

The streaking plane went through
the building.

BETTER:

The plane tore through the building.

WEAK:

The fast-moving policeman suddenly
took the gun away.

BETTER:
The policeman snatched the gun.

Some examples of the effective use of verbs:

The Decatur public transit system has
been rejuvenated by a grant from the
state and federal governments.

WSQY, lllinois

Citizens are scurrying to collect
signatures on state petitions by
deadline~time tomorrow.

KGDN, Washington

Delegates to the rich nation/poor
nation economic conference

sleepwalked their way into the
fourth day of meetings...
Peter Kalischer, CBS

It's important to keep the action in the verb.
The active voice (the subject of the sentence
does the acting) is stronger than the passive
voice (the subject of the sentence is being acted
upon).

WEAK:

The building was destroyed by the
fire.

BETTER:
The fire destroyed the building.

WEAK:
The woman was raped by the man.

BETTER:
The man raped the woman.

Sometimes the angle from which a story is
approached can be switched to strengthen the
verb.

WEAK:

Thunder storms brought tornados and
high winds to Kentucky yesterday.

BETTER:

Tornados and high winds ripped
across Kentucky yesterday.
WBGN, Kentucky

4. Verb Tenses

Newspapers take hours to print and distribute.
The most up-to-the-minute sources of news are
radio and television. That is where people turn
when they want a quick rundown on the latest
news. In broadcast news, therefore, timeliness is
a dominant consideration in the selection and
the writing of news stories. Our language has a
vehicle for conveying timeliness—the present
tense.

ENGAGING LANGUAGE
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WEAK:
Police were searching for clues.

BETTER:
Police are searching for clues.

WEAK:
The president said...

BETTER:
The president says...

The present tense is the most engaging tense in
the language. It indicates that the action is still
going on.

It's more exciting to be told, ‘‘There is a huge
fire downtown!” than, ““There was a huge fire
downtown.” “The president says . . .”"—he be-
lieves it right now! “Police are searching . . ."—
they could come up with something any moment
now!

Newspapers tend to stay away from the pres-
ent tense because of the time lag between when
they are written and when they are read. During
the intervening hours police may have found
what they were looking for or may have given up
the search. “Police were searching . . .” is safer.
Newspapers are pulled toward the past tense to
protect themselves. Broadcast news doesn’t
have this problem. The news is aired almost
instantaneously. If police stop searching, the
copy can still be changed seconds before it is to
be read on the air. The present tense is rea-
sonably safe in broadcast newswriting. It's used
often:

Former Housing and Urban Development
Secretary George Romney says a new
political structure is developing in
the United States.

KWMS, Salt Lake City

The village of Hershey is still
operating on emergency power.
KODY, Nebraska

A fire official believes there will
be no more bodies found in the ruins

of the Southgate, Kentucky, supper
club which burned Saturday night.
Ann Taylor, NBC

There are many situations, nevertheless,
where the present tense doesn’t work:

UNACCEPTABLE

The bridge collapses.
Two people are being shot.

Actions that belong to moments in the recent
past cannot be forcibly dragged into the
present—that bridge is not collapsing now.
But there is a tense that maintains an air of
immediacy while describing actions that have
ended—the present perfect tense. Not surpris-
ingly, it's the most used tense in broadcast news.

ACCEPTABLE:

The bridge has collapsed.
Two people have been shot.

The present perfect is less dated than the past
tense and can be used in more situations than
the present:

The holiday weekend has given late
property taxpayers a few hours'
breathing time.

KLUC, Las Vegas

A former superintendent of schools

has been arrested and charged with

making harassing telephone calls to
15-year-old girls.

WKVT, Vermont

Still the present perfect tense does not always
fit. If the results of an action are gone, or the
action is explicitly pinned to the past, the present
perfect tense cannot be used.

UNACCEPTABLE:

Few people have shown up at the
meeting, so it broke up early.
Two people have been shot earlier
today.
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In these situations it’s necessary to fall back on
the past tense.

ACCEPTABLE:

Few people showed up at the meeting,
so it broke up early.
Two people were shot earlier today.

In broadcast news the present tense remains first
choice. It’s used where it's comfortable.

WEAK:
The strike has ended.

BETTER:
The strike is over.

WEAK:
The Governor said...

BETTER:
The Governor says...

The present perfect is second choice.

WEAK:
The school board approved the plan.
BETTER:

The school board has approved the
plan.

WEAK:
He vetoed the bill.

BETTER:
He has vetoed the bill.

The past tense . . . ? Well, it has its uses,
especially in sentences in which the time the
event occurred is mentioned:

Former President Nixon last night had
bitter words for Washington Post
reporters Woodward and Bernstein.

Don Blair, NBC

Four floors of the U-S State
Department were damaged early this

morning by a bomb planted in a
third-floor men's room.
WINS, New York City

There’s one major verb tense that has not
been mentioned—the future. Obviously, sen-
tences cannot be shoved into the future, but
when a future angle can be found in a story, it’s
often the best approach to the story.

WEAK:
The gas price increase was approved.
BETTER:

Gas prices will be going up.

WEAK:
The teachers voted to strike.

BETTER:

It looks like teachers will be on
strike in the morning.

5. Numbers

In 1975 Australia actually had a net loss of 8,000
people. Last year the trend reversed, but the net gain
was only 21,000, the lowest figure since 1945,

These sentences, taken from a newspaper,
certainly do not engage our attention; they’re
barely understandable. The problem: too many
numbers. Perhaps the newspaper reader’s eye
can follow such dense concentrations of dates
and statistics—if the eye can’t follow, it can al-
ways go back and reread. But the ear is con-
fused, and probably bored by so much data. It
takes time to figure out the significance of a net
outflow of 8,000; it takes a second to realize
when 1975 was. Those moments of thought are
enough to cause the listener to miss the next
facts, and soon the meaning of the story is lost.

Numbers can be as important as any other
facts, but the weight of detail they contain makes
it necessary to carefully monitor their use. In
Chapter 1, “Copy,” the rules for writing num-
bers in the copy were discussed. Here the ques-
tion is which numbers should be allowed in the

copy.
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1. Avoid numbers As arule, the fewer num-
bers in the copy the better.

Key numbers must survive. Listeners must be
told the size of the budget increase or the
amount of cash that was stolen. But in most
stories there are numbers that, while perhaps in-
teresting, are not necessary. They should be
edited out. It's important to note how much
larger this year’s budget will be, but it's not nec-
essary to specify the exact size of last year's.
Write that this was the fifth robbery downtown
this month, but it’s not necessary to review how
much was taken in each of the other robberies.

UNACCEPTABLE:

The proposed budget for the '81-'82
fiscal year calls for 2 point

5 million dollars in property tax
relief for the state's 250-thousand
property owners.

ACCEPTABLE:

The proposed budget calls for 2 point
5 million dollars in property
taxrelief.

Another example: A story on a record-
breaking art auction could easily drown in
numbers—the number of paintings sold, the
prices of the individual paintings, the amount
taken in the latest sessions, the previous record,
etc. But the secret to writing a story like this is to
avoid most of these numbers. The strength of the
writing that follows lies in the numbers that are
not here; only two are used:

Some more paintings from the
collection of the late Robert Van
Hirsh were sold in London last night.
That raises the total for the record
shattering auction to more than 28
and a half million dollars. There's
still one more session to go.

Bill Diehl, ABC

2. Round-Off If a number has to be used, it
should be made easy to grasp. Almost half-a-

million is simpler than 496-thousand 578. More
than twice as many is clearer than 12 the first
time, 25 the second.

Some of the exactness of the news is sacrificed
with the use of about and almost, but exact
numbers communicate little if they are too con-
fusing to follow on the air. Unless the meaning of
a story rests on the figures to the right of the
decimal place, clear approximation can convey
information more efficiently than befuddling
specificity.

WEAK:

The plan will cost one point five
eight million dollars.

BETTER:

The plan will cost more than a
million and a half dollars.

WEAK:

The workers now earn l4-thousand,
985 dollars a year.

BETTER:

The workers now earn just under
15-thousand dollars a year.

Approximating should never mean distorting.
The rounding off process must be accurate and
fair. Words like more than, less than and almost
have definite meanings—13-thousand 500 is not
about 15-thousand, nor is it almost 15-thousand.
And it is never acceptable to leave out the about
and say one-million when the number is about
one-million. Facts are sacred.

3. Make them real Numbers go down more
easily if the writer predigests them for listeners.
Significance should not be buried under a mass
of numerals. The newswriter’s job is to bring to
the surface the meaning of a number.

If it's 1982 and a story talks about 1983, lis-
teners can be saved a couple of seconds’ thought
if the writer writes next year instead of 1983. This
works with most dates: 1981 would be easiest to
grasp as last year; 1972 as ten years ago; No-
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vember 16 becomes later this month, if it is later
this month.

Large dollar figures can also be transformed
into more comprehensible terms. 2 point 4 bil-
lion dollars becomes ten dollars for every person
in the United States; a two percent General
Motors price increase becomes almost 100 dol-
lars more for the average General Motors car.

6. Idiomatic Expressions

Idiomatic expressions are old friends. They bring
warmth and color to writing:

He said the courts are calling all
the shots on the desegregation of
Boston schools.

WBUR, Boston

There were 12 hours of negotiations

yesterday...more on tap today.
KLOS, Los Angeles

Farmers in Southwestern Minnesota are
putting up a fuss over plans for a
big four—-lane expressway between
Worthington and Saint James.

WCCO, Minneapolis

But like old friends, idiomatic expressions can
get too familiar and sometimes can seem so com-
fortable that we drop our guard. A foreign-born
writer used to amuse a newsroom with his
slightly distorted versions of old expressions.
He'd say: “Close but no tomato.” ““That’s sec-
ond hat to me.”” “[ just want to get my foot in the
pie.”

As do all words and phrases, expressions have
specific meanings. They must be worded cor-
rectly and their meanings must be honored.

UNACCEPTABLE:
A local doctor is in the big time.

ACCEPTABLE:
A local doctor has hit the big time.

7. Metaphors

One of the best known metaphors of all time is
Homer’s “‘the rosy-fingered dawn.” A metaphor
is a figure of speech in which one thing is spoken
of as if it were another. Dawns don’t really have
rosy fingers. When newswriter Peggy Noonan at
CBS called the appearance of many conflicting
wallposters in China ‘‘a wallposter war,” she was
using a metaphor. Some of the idiomatic expres-
sions mentioned in the previous section are
technically metaphors. Negotiations aren’t liter-
ally on tap.

A good metaphor can clarify or amuse.
Metaphors are important tools of engaging writ-
ing when they are kept under control. It's impor-
tant not to get carried away and, for example,
call a hurricane a ‘‘meteorological mastodon,” as
one newswriter did.

The key to using these figures of speech is to
remember that they each require tiny flights of
imagination. We are asked to imagine for a mo-
ment a war of wallposters. But the metaphor
must paint an image that’s possible to imagine.

This sentence was used on the air by a sports
writer on a snowy day:

Let's scrape away the snow and get
right to the meat of the matter.

Imagine scraping away snow and finding meat!
This mess is called a ‘‘mixed metaphor” because
it combines two noncompatible metaphors. Here
are some more:

Fast food operations are flooding the
country, turning small restaurants
into deserts.

The stock market erupted today to a
new high-water mark.

And, a network sportscaster once informed a
World Series audience that ‘‘when you get
nailed with that eraser, it really stings.” This
phrase was attributed to a New York politician:
“The hottest gut issue ever to hit the city.” And,
press critic Alex Cockburn caught Louisiana’s
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Governor Edwin Edwards saying: ‘“You've bot-
tled them up with a maze of red tape.”
Metaphors—yes; mixed metaphors—no.

8. Clicheés

The most common problem with using well-
worn expressions is that all the meaning and
charm has often been worn out of them. In that
case they become those hobgoblins of people

who work with the language—clichés.

A cliché is any combination of words that has
been used too much. Whatever wisdom and
humor was in that expression or figure of speech
is gone. When we hear it we gulp and think,

“Not again!”

Most proverbs have become clichés.

UNACCEPTABLE:

A penny saved is a penny earned for

the president,

so he's going to ask

for budget cutbacks this year.

All that glitters is not gold,

so the

president is looking over these
proposals very carefully.

But a cliché doesn’t have to be a proverb. Any
figure of speech we have heard too often qual-
ifies. Here are some that have made news direc-

tors wince:

raining cats and dogs

the cream of the crop

a sigh of relief

sadder but wiser

making order out of
chaos

believe it or not

the rules of the game

chalked up the victory

aslap in the face

ups and downs

horse of a different color

in the final analysis

goes without saying

it remains to be seen

give the green light

in the nick of time

no holds barred

raised the roof

lowered the boom

a blue-ribbon panel

a blessing in disguise

burn the midnight oil

hit the nail on the head

in this day and age

time and time again

needless to say

run the gamut from
Ato Z

powers that be

long arm of the law

once in a blue moon

back to the wall
allin a day’s work
a flash in the pan

dog tired
leave in a huff
sending shock waves

more of the same crystal clear
once in a great while goes without saying
the light of day pay the piper

few and far between
variety is the spice of life
the name of the game

last but not least
cold facts

got off with a bang
come home to roost

One radio journalist was fired for writing too
many weather reports that warned listeners
about “the wet stuff falling from the Isky” and
then consoling them because ‘“‘into each life
some rain must fall.” And, though I ddlubt any-
one was fired for them, count how many clichés
the New York Times uses in the lead paragraph
of its editorial marking the death of Mao Tse-
tung:

Mao Tse-tung’s place in history is assured. When the
saga of our times is written, he will be one of the
towering figures . . . |

Clichés make writing sound trite and unintelli-
gent, but remember not to let them scare you
away from all expressions. Just because a phrase
is familiar, don’t assume it’s a cliché. This is the
difference: expressions have been used. clichés
have been overused.

According to one business exper
President Carter is smack dab in the
middle of the biggest reason for
higher prices...the federal govérnment
KAKC, Oklahoma

Listeners have heard ‘‘smack dab in the middle”’
before, but not too often. It’s still fresh enbugh to
retain its antique charm. That one is not a cliché.

A cliché doesn’t have to be a figure of \speech.
Any words that have been used together so often
that they have lost their power are also clichés:

breathless anticipation
sure thing
packed house

finishing touches
unmitigated gall
ill-fated
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loud and clear
checkered career
impressive sight
action-packed
recent history

easy prey
no uncertain terms
due deliberation
general public
torrid pace

Don’t all these clichés seem apt or clever? Of
course they do. It is because they are well-turned
phrases that they have become overused
phrases. The point is that whatever their original
vitality, by now these phrases are exhausted.
They’ve become obvious, ‘‘prepackaged’—with
all the spice and originality of TV dinners.

Journalists have not neglected their responsi-
bility in the prepackaging of the language. Some-
times it seems as if newsroom typewriters are
programmed to punch out these phrases at regu-
lar intervals:

on the agenda
it's official

long holiday weekend
financial circles

war-torn hard questions
battle-weary stiff opposition
poverty-stricken outspoken critic

up in arms speculation was rampant

the incident remains
under investigation

failing to negotiate a
curve

uneasy truce

outbreak of fighting

mounting tension
tension is high
lingering illness
the nation’s capital
police scoured the
neighborhood
claimed the life of

Some journalism clichés are not only worn
out, they are hollow:

naked aggression
reliable sources

tragic fire
senseless murder
innocent victims

Somewhere there must exist a mirror universe
full of comic fires, meaningful murders, guilty
victims, fully attired aggression—and sources
who are quoted on the news but are unreliable.

How do you avoid clichés? Lowell Thomas
once drew up for his staff a list of clichés and
acceptable alternatives. Soon he found the alter-

natives were being used so frequently that they
were becoming clichés.

You can't list creative phrasings. The ability to
custom tailor phrases to fit specific situations is
what distinguishes good writers. For example,
Dallas Townsend dodges the standard ‘‘begin
deliberations” in his writing by having a jury
begin ‘“‘pondering”’ a case. And, instead of the
standard ‘‘voted down’ or “rejected by union
members,” this story employs a lively expression
from America’s primary image preserve—the old
West:

A possible taxi strike by union
members has been headed off at the
ballot box.

WBBM, Chicago

There are three guidelines for avoiding clichés
in writing:

1. Be creative. A description of a city under
saturation bombing, for instance, could prac-
tically write itself with ‘‘panic-stricken popula-
tions,”” “the city in ruins,” ‘“chaos in the
streets,”’ etc. Good newswriters don’t trot out
clichés like these; they find their own words.

2. Be honest. Bombers are supposed to be ter-
rifying. Are they this time? It's wrong to feed
listeners’ expectations with the phrases they
expect to hear. Writing should accurately de-
scribe each individual situation.

3. Keep it simple. Writing doesn’t have to be
littered with expressions to be clever or poe-
tic. The simplest, most direct writing can be
the strongest.

Here is Edward R. Murrow on the bombing of
London during World War [[—no clichés:

Last night as I stood on London
Bridge...and watched that red glow
in the sky, it was possible to
understand that that's fire, as the
result of an act of war. But the act
itself, even the sound of the bomb
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Edward R. Murrow in wartime London in June, 1941. In
the background is the British Broadcasting Corporation’s
Broadcast House, from which Murrow broadcast his

famed “This . . . is London’ reports to the U.S. radio
audience. (CBS News Photo)

that started that fire,
unreal.

was still

Suddenly all the lights
crashed off and a blackness fell
right to the ground. It grew cold.
We covered ourselves with hay. The
shrapnel clicked as it hit the
concrete road nearby. And still the
German bombers came.

The bombs don't seem to
make as much noise as they should...
the sense of danger, death and
disaster comes only when the familiar
incidents occur, the things that one
has associated with tragedy
since childhood.*

* Robert Metz, CBS: Reflections in a Bloodshot Eye (New
York: Signet, 1975), pp. 93-96.
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SUMMARY

The late Jim Zaillian, who was news director at
KNXin Los Angeles, said good broadcast writing
“shows ear.”” Zaillian said good newswriters
“hear” the copy as they write, rather than just

PRACTICE ASSIGNMENTS

“seeing” it. They avoid difficult or unnatural
phrasings that might disorient the ear; they
search out lively, direct and fresh language that
pleases the ear.

)

Rewrite the following sentences in broadcast style.

1. The Burmese government plans to repair 30
temples, generally the largest of 2-thousand 217
remaining buildings in the 30-square-mile area
flooded by the seven inches of rain.

2. It was predicted by the city manager that the
downtown area would have to undergo extensive
renovation and modification to make it a more
attractive commercial area for consumers.

3. The president of the Board of Education has
stated that the citywide reading test given to all
460-thousand high school students might be in-
validated for 220-thousand of them.

4. The negative overall approval rating of 12 per-
cent is strongly linked to how the public thinks
the president is handling the economy. Seventy
percent disapproved of that element of his job
performance.

5. Police scoured the neighborhood yesterday for
the two males and one female who are believed
to have resided in the house prior to the blaze.

6. The attorney for the deceased woman said that
the ill-fated star, whose face was lacerated almost
beyond recognition, probably passed away while
endeavoring to forcefully open the building’s
door.

7. Industrialist Stanley Arnold, whose copious con-
tributions to institutions of higher learning are well
known, labeled the accusations spurious.

8. A 34-year-old woman has been shot by robbers
during a holdup of the Shoreham National Bank
this moming.

9. ltis difficult to evaluate our petroleum reserves at
the moment, but some experts said that there is a
possibility that many gasoline retail outlets will be
closed during this long holiday weekend, causing
hardship for the general public.

10. The physicians say the surgical procedures wouid
be commenced this month.

11. An outspoken critic of the administration, who
represents the poverty-stricken South Bronx, is
blasting the new welfare proposal in no uncertain
terms.

12. lt is not certain whether there will be snow, but it
is clear that there will be some precipitation this
evening.

13. The mayor said he wants to submit the town's
application to the federal government immedi-
ately . . . so the city can get in on the ground floor
while the iron is still hot.

14. There will be a nine point eight percent increase
in the cost of lettuce to consumers in this area.

15. Black leaders say they were not allowed to enter
the all-white country club, but the club’s owner
remains mum on the subject.

16. The entire nation breathlessly awaits the outcome
of today’s election, the culmination of an incredi-
bly action-packed campaign.

17. Coach Bob Barnes says the team will be sitting
pretty if it stays on its toes.

18. You would not have wanted to be standing on
Eleventh Street and Fifth Avenue last night at
seven-fourteen . . . A bomb went off there, injur-
ing three innocent bystanders and claiming the
lives of two others.

19. The Supreme Court granted certiorari today in
the case of Jones versus Ann Arbor School
Board.

20. Mayor Andrews is expected to claim executive
privilege at the extortion trial of Councilman Stan-
ley Barker today.

PRACTICE PE;SSIGNMENTS
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MEANINGS

The words used in broadcast news must be
easygoing and entertaining, but they must also
be exact. This pairing of purposes is what makes
writing the news for broadcast so challenging.
The trick is to write conversationally without let-
ting that relaxed style lull you into blurting out
misleading information. Language is the servant
of meaning; it must remember its place. If words
interfere with the telling of the story or distort its
meaning, they are not working.

Broadcast journalists worry about meanings.
They know that ships are vessels that are large
enough to carry boats, and that prisons are for
more serious offenses than jails. In a newsroom
exact meanings are pursued: On land, do flags
fly at half-staff or half-mast? Can unidentified
persons be referred to as unnamed? (After all,
they do have names; we just don’t know them.)
And, is it clear enough that casualties means
dead and wounded?

Broadcast journalists must know that Warren
Burger's title is chief justice of the United States,
not chief justice of the Supreme Court; that
grand jury indictments are handed up, court de-
cisions handed down; and that the proper Eng-

lish usage is ‘“‘equally costly,” not ‘‘equally as
costly.”

Bemoaning the decline of our language skills
has become popular sport. It's true; some Amer-
icans don’t speak too good. But broadcast
newswriters must rise above the fallen vernac-
ular.

In conversation there is not that much at stake.
We're prepared to take the reports of some of
our acquaintances with a grain of salt, and if they
use words incorrectly, if the story is distorted or
exaggerated, at the most a few persons will be
misinformed. But broadcast news has responsi-
bility for informing entire communities, and it
must be trusted if it is to work. Misuse of words,
distortion, exaggeration can be dangerous, if not
fatal, for the news. Meanings must be honored.

PRECISION

The English language is a precise tool. With one
of the richest vocabularies of any language, it has
words to express even the most subtle shadings
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of meaning. Think of all the words we have for
acts of illegally expropriating property:

steal plunder
theft poach
robbery pillage
burglary sack
larceny extort
rip-off blackmail
break and enter second-story job
mug lift
holdup swipe
stickup cop
piracy rifle
embezzlement filch
swindle pinch
heist snatch
pilfer knockoff
housebreaking purloin
shoplift

Each of these 33 words allows us to communi-
cate a slightly different thought: a rip-off is a
minor swindle; plunderers take everything; em-
bezzlement is a financial maneuver. The specific
meaning of each of these words must be re-
spected as the word is used.

UNACCEPTABLE:

The woman was burglarized on her

way home. (Burglary means that a building has
been entered.)

Someone robbed his desk.
requires the use of force or fear.)

(Robbery

A shoplifter cleaned out the cash
register. (Shoplifters just steal goods from
shelves.)

Telling a friend that a local man has been
arrested for robbery, when actually it was shop-
lifting, won’t cause too much trouble. But that
same error on the radio can cause that man
serious injury. Broadcast news demands precise
use of our precise language.

1. Usage

The language wars are fought between the
‘“‘conversationalists” and the ‘‘strict grammar-
ians.” The conversationalists advocate a lan-
guage that is free to outgrow the old rules. Split
an infinitive! Use like as a conjunction! That's
how people today speak. But the strict gram-
marians see exactness and clarity, not to mention
style, being violated along with the rules. The
grammatical order is being trampled by hordes
of nouns used as verbs—prioritize, verbs used as
nouns—outage (when the power goes back on,
is that an onage?), and adverbs used without
verbs—hopefully.

It's hard for broadcast journalists to choose
sides in this dispute. Qur writing is unabashedly
conversational, yet we demand that it be precise.
After all, Edwin Newman, author of two popular
books attacking the debasement of the language,
is a broadcast journalist.

Some of the new usages we accept; some we
must reject. Phony words like prioritize have no
place in broadcast news. They’re stilted, certainly
not conversational. But there is no real harm in
the occasional split infinitive: ‘‘Congress refused
to seriously consider the bill” or like foras: “The
miners may reject this contract like they rejected
the last one.”

Broadcast joumalists are cleardy divided on
one relevant question: Is it three persons or three
people? You can’t spend a day working in a
newsroom without being forced to take sides on
this one. The grammar books are clear: a few
individuals are persons; an anonymous group,
people. But in conversation a few persons are
often called people. Take your choice—the
grammar books or conversational usage. CBS
insists on persons. KFWB in Los Angeles, for
instance, and a majority of radio newsrooms, use
people. For better or for worse, the future seems
to belong to people.

Most questions of usage are simple. There are
agreed-on rules for the use of our language.
Violations of these rules jar the ear. There's a
difference between a grammatical liberal and
someone who doesn’t know grammar. The par-
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tially illiterate don’t last long in broadcast news-
rooms. Here are some examples of sloppy use of
the language. All of these were actually used on
the air.

UNACCEPTABLE:
The vote was by a three to one
margin.

ACCEPTABLE:

The vote was three to one.
The bill was passed by a three to
one margin.

UNACCEPTABLE:

The senator said the town's chances
are good at landing the contract.

ACCEPTABLE:

The senator said the town's chances
of landing the contract are good.

UNACCEPTABLE:

The funds would be used to turn the
property into a neighborhood park,
according to the wishes of three
surveys taken in the area.

ACCEPTABLE:

The funds would be used to turn the
property into a neighborhood park.
That's the plan most of the
community favored when polled on
the subject.

UNACCEPTABLE:

Intense activity will be the keyword
this week at the nuclear fuel plant.
ACCEPTABLE:

It will be a week of intense activity
at the nuclear fuel plant.

UNACCEPTABLE:

That, of course, is quite a different
tune than what he said on April 11th.
ACCEPTABLE:

That, of course, is a different tune

than the one he sang on April 11th.

WRITING '/3'MEAN1N(§ )
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Some must have given listeners an unintended
chuckle;

He wants the junk food machines
replaced with more nutritious foods.

A local teenager was heading north on
Broadway when he was rear—ended by a
car driven by another local man.

Most of these gaffes were caused by writers
straining uncomfortably for effect; another rea-
son why it pays to be simple and direct. Beyond
that it’s difficult to categorize these errors, just as
it's impossible to ticket every possible violation of
the rules of grammar—there are as many as
there are words because there’s a wrong way to
use every word. The right way can usually be
found with a dictionary and a grammar book.
Newswriters have to be hard on their writing;
others are going to be hard on it.

2. Dependent Words

Some words depend on other words for their
meaning. This can cause trouble in broadcast
news. As the words move by irretrievably, it is
difficult for the listener to remember who he is,
where there is and which one was the former.

The latter and the former should never be
used—too confusing. Pronouns—he, she, it,
they, etc.—should be treated as potentially con-
fusing and used only when the antecedent is
completely clear.

WEAK:
He told him he had only weeks to live.

BETTER:

The doctor told the man his father
had only weeks to live.

And a pronoun should never be used if the
antecedent that gives it its meaning isn’t right
nearby.
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WEAK:

The mayor calls the plan a disaster.
It would reduce the number of teachers
at the high schools, in some cases

by removing tenure. It would also
increase class sizes and cut
extracurricular activities. He says
he's committed to fighting it.

BETTER:

The mayor calls the plan a disaster.
It would reduce the number of teachers
at the high schools, in some cases

by removing tenure. The plan would
also increase class sizes and cut
extracurricular activities. The mayor
says he's committed to fighting the
proposal.

In this story, the name or description of the
two characters is repeated constantly to keep
their identities clear in the listener's mind. Pro-
nouns are used only twice:

Yesterday was just "one of those
days" for city police officer
W-T Byers...Late yesterday,
Officer Byers arrested a local man
for driving under the influence and
driving without a license. The
trouble began when Officer Byers was
preparing the man to take a
breathalyzer test at the Rock Hill
Law Center. After the man entered
the breathalyzer room, he was asked
to empty his pockets and take off
his belt. The man complied. When
asked to step into the hall for a
routine frisk, the suspect
reportedly began to put up a fuss.
One thing led to another. Police
report that the man took a couple of
swings at Officer Byers. The officer
took a couple of swings back at the
man, and, police say, two other
officers had to help subdue the man.
Then, much to the dismay of all
concerned, it was learned that the
breathalyzer machine was not
operating properly. So the man,

now

handcuffed, was taken to the County
Building for testing. Later Officer
Byers and his prisoner returned to
the Law Center for booking. The man
was charged with driving without a
license and assault on a police
officer. By the way, police say the
prisoner managed to get one last kick
into the knee of the arresting
officer before he was taken away.
WRHI, South Carolina

Pronouns aren’t the only words that serve as
ciphers. It's also often safer to replace here, there
and then with the specific nouns to which they
refer.

WEAK:
He then returned there to pick it up.

BETTER:

The suspect returned home later in
the afternoon to pick up the gun.

Precision writing for use on the air, where the
listener can’t backtrack, sometimes must be
overly explicit.

3. Saying Says

To say is the most used verb in broadcast news
because saying is the activity that makes the
most news.

Newswriters don’t want to keep writing, “The
president says . . . he says . . . his opponent says
. .. the president says . . .” They look for alterna-
tives to says, and there’'s no shortage of
them—by one count more than 350. But each of
these hundreds of verbs gives a statement a dif-
ferent accent.

Compare these phrases and their connota-
tions:

the mayor claims (there’s reason for disbelief)
the mayor reports (just giving the facts)

the mayor declares (a forceful statement)

the mayor mentions (offhanded)

the mayor protests (a response to an attack)

PRECISION
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the mayor acknowledges (an admission)
the mayor charges (on the offensive)

the mayor observes (just a comment)

the mayor implies (didn’t say it directly)

the mayor demands (forceful call for action)

These verbs are not synonyms. They have their
own precise meanings and can be misused.

UNACCEPTABLE:

The governor asserts that today will
be a day of mourning. (Asserts is for
controversial statements.)

The bill
would be
holdings.
revelation.)

reveals that the companies
forced to sell their
(The wording of a bill is not a

The candidate indicates that that
statement is ridiculous. (Indicates is
for hints; it is too weak for such an assertion.)

There are two ways to correct each of these
sentences: One is by finding a more appropriate
substitute for says. The other is by using says
itself. There’s a lesson here. While all these other
vetbs do provide a nice change of pace, says
remains the newswriter’s most valuable verb be-
cause it is so versatile. Says is used almost as
much as these other verbs combined.

OBJECTIVITY

When we tell stories, we tend to exaggerate. A
mihor scuffle can easily become a brawl since a
brawl makes for a more exciting tale. Distortion?
Well, our friends expect a bit of hyperbole. Simi-
larly, in conversation we’re not shy about ex-
pressing a rooting interest: “That guy deserved
to get hit; he had such a mean face!”

But journalists have a different charge: to per-
ceive and report on events for the community.
They function as one of our senses, a social
sense, and are entrusted with a vital political
function—keeping the politicians and the people

in touch. Any distortion in the reports of these
community perceivers would be frightening, as a
distortion in our sight or hearing would be.

In journalism, objectivity simply means undis-
torted reporting. That's a working definition for
what is, strictly speaking, an unattainable ideal.
Journalists are expected to write words that are
not distorted by their desire to impress or by their
opinions.

1. Superlatives

Our language has been inflated. Fires aren’t seri-
ous, they’re very serious. Elections aren’t impor-
tant, they're crucial. Crimes are all brutal, res-
cues daring. Cold days are frigid, hot days swel-
tering. Words like best, worst, furthest, largest,
first, last, hottest, coldest, and only are thrown
around as if we were a nation of heroes. But
we’re not; we're a nation of superheroes.

Journalism does want to attract attention to
itself. Unique or grandiose happeningls intrigue
listeners. And, muscular writing can help com-
municate the power of events. There s nothing
dishonest about bringing out the drama in the
news. This story, for instance, certainly doesn’t
mince words;

There has apparently been some deadly
confusion between pilots and
controllers over the years...
confusion that no one knew existed
until it sent a plane into the side
of a mountain...Now, at the Na‘tional
Transportation Safety Board hearings,
the officials are trying to make
sure it doesn't happen dgain. L

WINS, New York City

A dramatic introduction to a story on a hearing?
Certainly, but it's all true. The confusion did
cause deaths, and the plane did hit the moun-
tain. Powerful writing is fine if the writer has the
facts to back it up.

Trouble starts when the words start creeping
ahead of the facts; when 24 holiday‘weekend
traffic accidents in the state become *‘blood on the
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streets of Georgia!’’; when a store whose cash
register was smashed is said to be in ‘‘shambles’’;
when a series of robberies becomes ‘‘fear and
destruction sweeping through town!”; or when
a flood downtown is written up like a disaster
movie.

Words must be tightly controlled. If every fire
is very serious, how will the really big ones be
distinguished? In most parts of the country, if
80-degree days are scorchers, writers will be up
to fryers and melters by the end of June.

Since it's virtually a sin for a journalist’s lan-
guage to take leave of the facts, one might call
the overuse of superlatives the worst mistake a
newswriter can make. But then there are the
overgeneralizations. This clever but fallacious at-
tempt to brighten up the usual Fourth of July
story was used on the air:

Americans did not have a safe and
sane Fourth of July.

All Americans??

2. Opinion

It's easy to call dictators evil, and criminals de-
spicable, children lovable, accidents tragic,
deaths sad. Most listeners would agree with these
characterizations, but the point is that it is the
listener's job to come to the conclusions. The
journalist’s job is to present the facts.

Adding subjective adjectives to writing
weakens the journalist’s authority as an objective
observer. And, these seemingly innocuous mod-
ifiers can easily get out of hand. It's a short
distance from evil dictators to noble presidents
and foolish mayors—ciear examples of
editorializing. This does not mean that jour-
nalists, deprived of the opportunity to express
their opinions, cannot portray events that do
have moral content. Journalists should not call a
spade a spade, but they certainly should show
that a spade is a spade. If a president has com-
mitted crimes or an earthquake is unusually de-
structive, a balanced marshaling of the facts

should be able to demonstrate the immorality or
the tragedy.

This story details allegations of an onerous
crime, but the writer doesn’t moralize. The facts
speak for themselves:

A Chicago woman has been arrested for
allegedly trying to sell her grandson.
Police say the 54-year-o0ld woman was
arrested last night in her home after
selling the boy to undercover youth
officers for 5-thousand dollars and
a 4-thousand dollar I-0-U.

WBBM, Chicago

In contrast, the use of the pejorative word
scabs in the following sentence, which was used
on the air, makes it subjective and unacceptable:

Scabs are now brewing Coors Beer in
Colorado.

A word doesn’t have to be emotive to be
dangerously subjective. Notice how this sen-
tence, which was used on the air, uses two ad-
verbs to prejudge a suspect:

The man was gquickly charged with
driving without a license and,
predictably, assault on a police
officer.

The alleged speed and predictability of the
charges implies that they were obvious, and,
therefore, that the man was guilty.

One word that looks harmless but can be sub-
versive is only.

UNACCEPTABLE:
Taxes will only go up six percent.

Let the listeners decide whether the tax increase
is in fact only a small one.

Adverbs like finally or needlessly can also
cause trouble, as can characterizations such as
hot-tempered. Instead of writing, “The hot-
tempered candidate finally answered the ques-
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tion,” give the facts—how often the candidate
raised his voice and how long it took him to
answer the question.

Except when writing a commentary or an
editorial (see Chapter 14, ‘‘Radio’’), a newswrit-
er’s opinions, value judgments or beliefs should
never enter the copy. The only opinions in
newscopy are opinions that are attributed to
newsmakers.

UNACCEPTABLE:

The presidernt has lost his
credibility.

ACCEPTABLE:

The senator says the president has
lost his credibility.

UNACCEPTABLE:

The Ku Klux Klan is out to ruin
America.

ACCEPTABLE:

The governor has charged that the Ku
Klux Klan is out to ruin America.

Newsmakers’ opinions can add perspective to
a story. This story leads off with a police officer’s
characterization:

Sawyer County Deputy Sheriff Dick
Odegar calls it "one of those things
you thank the upstairs for."

When the car Susan Adams was driving
went out of control on State Highway
77 east of Hayward this afternoon,
Mrs. Adams and her 2l-month-old son,
Paul, were thrown from the car. The
car landed directly on top of the

baby, but he had landed in a
snowbank and, instead of being
crushed, was pushed deeper into the
snow. Mrs. Adams and a passerby dug

the baby out of the snow. Mrs. Adams
was only slightly injured in the
crash, but suffered numerous cuts

and bruises trying to dig the baby
out of the snow. Both are

hospitalized for observation, but

officials say the baby appears
to be uninjured.
WHSM, Wisconsin

Why are newsmakers like the deputy sheriff
allowed to “‘thank the upstairs” when newswrit-
ers are not? Because newsmakers are active par-
ticipants in the story, but newswriters must re-
main objective observers.

Maintaining objectivity becomes most difficult
in situations where most members of a commu-
nity agree. In the 1950s the New York Times
reported a one-sided attack on homosexuals as
dangerous “‘sex perverts.”’ That seemed accept-
able. It wasn’t. Whether a newswriter’s audience
is conservative or liberal, it's necessary to play
stories straight.

UNACCEPTABLE:

Another country lost! The Communist
Party has won Italy's national
elections.

The State Legislature came to its
senses today and voted to
decriminalize marijuana.

Opinion, even if it’s in line with conventional
wisdom, distorts the news.

3. Attribution

The fire was caused by two children
playing with matches in the basement.

Airing a charge like this is dangerous. How can
the newscaster be sure that the kids started the
fire and why should listeners believe it? Two
children have just been accused of seriously neg-
ligent behavior, however, newswriters are not
experts on fires and their causes. If this story had
been based on sound reporting, it was a fire
official who pinned the blame on the children.
That must be clear when the story is written. The
charge must be attributed:

Fire officials say the fire was
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started by two children playing with
matches in the basement.

There are four reasons to attribute informa-
tion:

1. Protect the writer Clear and honest writ-
ing demands that potentially controversial state-
ments be attributed. This protects the writer. If it
is an official’s theory, let that official take respon-
sibility for it.

UNACCEPTABLE:

The suspect had a motive for both
murders.

ACCEPTABLE:

According to police, the suspect had
a motive for both murders.

Of course this doesn’t mean that newswriters
can get themselves off the hook and use the
theory of any crank on the street. They are al-
ways responsible for the reliability of their
sources, and attributing statements does not les-
sen this responsibility.

UNACCEPTABLE:

According to bystanders, the suspect
had a motive for both murders.

2. QOpinion Anything that smacks of opinion
must be attributed.

UNACCEPTABLE:
The streets are no longer safe.

ACCEPTABLE:

The mayor says the streets are no
longer safe.

Here the newswriter is protecting a reputation as
an unbiased observer.

3. Protect newsmakers But perhaps the
most important function of attribution is to pro-
tect the people mentioned in the news, specifi-

cally the presumed innocent. It must be clear in
objective writing that charges against suspects or
defendants are only allegations. Reports of po-
tentially criminal behavior must never be treated
as established fact until the judicial system has
had its say.

UNACCEPTABLE:
The suspect shot him.

ACCEPTABLE:
The suspect allegedly shot him.

The word allegedly does this job so effectively
that it tends to get overused. Since it does imply
that criminal behavior is being alleged, the word
shouldn’t be wasted on less serious matters.

UNACCEPTABLE:
It allegedly will rain tonight.

And it should be remembered that there are
other ways to indicate that a charge is an allega-
tion besides the use of the word allegedly.

ACCEPTABLE:
Police say the suspect shot him.

The suspect is accused of shooting
him.

According to police,
shot him.

the suspect

The suspect is charged with shooting
him.

Although peppering a story with allegedly and
police say may slow down the writing a bit, this
obligation to protect suspects’ rights should
never be overlooked.

A three-month-o0ld Houston boy is
dead. His babysitter allegedly
wanted to teach the infant's mother
a lesson about staying home and
caring for her child. According to
Houston police juvenile division
officer W—C White, the baby had
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been sprayed with insecticide...in
the face!
KENR, Houston

According to the investigating
officer, neither the cycle's driver
nor his passenger was wearing a
motorcycle helmet.

WRKD, Maine

4. Add authority Attribution also should be
used when it's necessary to lend authority to
charges; when a writer wants to show that it’s not
just a radio journalist who has come up with this
theory, but that officials, trained to make such
determinations, feel this way.

UNACCEPTABLE:
The two murders were not connected.

ACCEPTABLE:

Police say the two murders were not
connected.

Here are some examples of the use of attribution
for authority:

Police theorize the bodies may have
been dumped at the site at 116th and
Crandon by a garbage truck.

WBBM, Chicago

Bureau of Land Management spokesman
Phil Jimenez says thundershowers
yesterday afternoon helped put out
the flames.

KREX, Colorado

Since newswriters are not inside the minds of
the newsmakers, statements about people’s state
of mind, their feelings and beliefs, should be
attributed for authority.

WEAK:
Major Lincoln Upton doesn't believe

the unhappy employees represent
a majority.

BETTER;

Major Lincoln Upton says he doesn't
believe the unhappy employees
represent a majority.

KOA, Denver

Only when people’s statements or behavior
make their mental state obvious can the attribu-
tion be omitted.

The lawyer for a group of Salvation
Army Employees hopes to have a new
bargaining unit formed by that group
CERTIFIED by the National Labor
Relations Board.

KOA, Denver

Most facts that make it into the news have a
source; therefore it would be possible to use
attribution in almost every sentence in broadcast
news. Overdoing the attribution—*‘according to
local officials a festival was held in the park
today’'—would make the copy sound pedantic.
Facts that are independently verifiable—such
events as arrests, court verdicts, scores, votes—
do not need attributing.

UNACCEPTABLE:;

According to police,
arrested.

ACCEPTABLE:
The suspect was arrested.

the suspect was

Of course, if the fact is not clear or is potentially a
matter of debate the attribution must return.

UNACCEPTABLE: |

The suspect was arrested carrying
the murder weapon.

ACCEPTABLE:

According to police, the suspect was
arrested carrying the murder weapon.

Broadcast writers generally use less attribution
than newspaper reporters because they don’t
attribute facts that aren’t potentially controversial
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or suspect. Frequent interjections for the sake of
unnecessary attribution would destroy the con-
versational flavor of the news.

WEAK:

The mayor says he will hold a press
conference this afternoon.

BETTER:

The mayor will hold a press conference
this afternoon.

Unless the mayor has a reputation as a compul-
sive liar, there’s nothing suspect about this an-
nouncement; no need to protect the writer or
add authority to the statement.

WEAK:

According to police, the driver
escaped with only minor injuries, and
fire officials say they put out the
fire.

BETTER:

The driver escaped with minor
injuries, and firemen put out the
fire.

WPDM, New York

Sentences are clearest when the attribution is
placed at the start of the sentence.

UNACCEPTABLE:

The world will end tomorrow, according
to a mystic in the Mohave desert.

SUMMARY

ACCEPTABLE:

According to a mystic in the Mohave
desert, the world will end tomorrow.

Attribution prepares listeners for the state-
ment, it tells them whose theory they are about
to hear. It may confuse them to wait until the end
of the sentence to find out who said it. Since
broadcast news can’'t be reread, newswriters
can’t fiddle with this logical order: who is talking,
then what was said—attribution, then statement.
Another reason to place the attribution first is
that sentences don’t read smoothly when it
hangs at the end.

UNACCEPTABLE

A cut in taxes is the only way to
solve the state's problems, the
Chamber of Commerce claims.

Sticking attribution in the middle of a sentence
doesn’t work well either.

WEAK:

A cut in taxes, the Chamber of
Commerce claims, is the only way to
solve the state's problems.

BETTER:

The Chamber of Commerce claims a cut
in taxes is the only way to solve
the state's problems.

Writers must stay in control. They cannot allow
every seductive phrase that comes into their
heads to spill out of their typewriters. All poten-
tial broadcast news sentences must be evaluated.

Do they mean precisely what the story means?
Do they tell the story straight, without exaggera-
tion or bias? Has controversial material been
properly attributed?
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PRACTICE ASSIGNMENTS

A. Rewrite the following sentences in broadcast style.

1. Anarchy and chaos reign in Cambodia . . . where
mounting tension followed the explosion of a
bomb yesterday afternoon.

2. The Mississippi River dealt a slap in the face to
Oxford, Mississippi, last night when it toppled the
proud little town’s dikes.

3. The mayor and the governor skipped off to
Washington today, although the latter says he
won't stay there too long.

4, Cambridge police finally grabbed twelve teen-
agers for drug possession today, but they say they
won't be arraigned until tomorrow.

5. England’s prime minister and France’s president
will come here for a ten-day tour after the Eu-
ropean summit and then retum there.

6. The Labor Department claims the Consumer
Price Index shot up point one percent this month.

7. The Weather Bureau has acknowledged that this
was the very hottest Labor Day since 1935.

8. Vietnam predictably charged China with border
violations today, and observed that it will re-
taliate,

9. Only 12 percent of the state’s budget has been
allocated for public transportation.

10. The woman’s sister disappeared last week two
blocks from her school and she’s been searching
for her ever since.

11. Cleveland residents are unhappy about a two
percent rise in their real estate taxes. A group of
25 people protested the tax hike in front of City
Hall yesterday.

12. Two innocent people died today in a downtown
fire . . . the result of arson.

13. Nicaraguan revolutionaries continued their cam-

paign of terror today with the seizure of two more
large towns.

14. New dJersey’'s wishy-washy governor isn't sure if
casino gambling really is such a good idea.

15. Court clerk John Houston says the Jerry Nolan
murder trial will begin next Monday morning.

16. Police say there was a tiny anti-nuclear demon-
stration in front of the Evanstown Utility Com-
pany this morning.

17. Democratic candidate John Losey will enter the
New Hampshire primary, according to his cam-
paign manager.

18. The Independence Party supposedly more than
doubled its membership last year, according to
the party’s chairman, Al Olsen.

19. ltaly’s feared Communist Party has a good
chance to win a slew of seats in this month’s
Parliamentary elections.

20. A Newark bank official has been placed under an
embezzlement charge today. He robbed his own
bank by affecting the books.

B. All the information in the following story is from the
police. Rewrite the story, placing proper attribution
where necessary.

A former bank teller has been charged with the rob-
bery of the First National Bank yesterday. Most of the
50-thousand dollars taken from the bank were found
in his home. The former teller -- Peter Taylor -- was
fired by the bank's president two months ago. Taylor
entered the bank armed with a shotgun yesterday and
left with a briefcase stuffed with thousand-dollar bills.
One of the bank employees recognized Taylor and
notified police. Taylor was arrested at his home at
27-27 Midlands Avenue this afternoon.
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SENTENCES

When sentences meander, so does listeners’ at-
tention. This wandering sentence was used on
the air;

The City Planning Commission met
this afternoon at City Hall and
decided...by unanimous vote...to
recommend to the City Council an
amendment to a city ordinance which
would...by special exception...allow
restaurants to serve liquor in areas
currently zoned C-2.

The listeners probably got lost somewhere be-
tween the “‘unanimous vote” and the “‘special
exception.”

Most broadcast news stories aren’t long
enough to rely on paragraphs. Some writers in-
dicate paragraphs; many don’t bother. Sen-
tences are the major unit of organization within
stories, so much of the responsibility for keeping
the news clear and concise falls on them. Good
broadcast news writing is always characterized
by tight, lucid sentences:

Hoboken teachers came close to
reaching agreement with the city

school board last night, but
apparently not close enough. After
two and a half hours of talks, a
near-settlement was reached, but the
deal fell through. The union blames
the board, saying it's refused to
promise amnesty to striking teachers.
WINS, New York City

CLARITY

Hughes Rudd of ABC News says that sometimes
after reading a particularly confusing story on the
air he’s tempted to read it a second time for
listeners. Tempted, but he’s never done it. Lis-
teners get one chance to understand. This is one
of the major differences between print and
broadcast journalism. If a sentence confuses
newspaper, magazine or book readers, they can
simply read it again. If their attention wanders in
the middle of a paragraph, they can read that
paragraph again.

But broadcast news must work the first time
through, and that places a number of special
demands on broadcast newswriters. Perhaps the
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At WSB, Atlanta, the news director discusses assign-
ments with newswriters. (WSB, Atlanta)
— L

most pressing is the need to make their writing
extra clear. All journalism must be clear; broad-
cast news must be especially clear so that it
makes sense without repetition and helps listen-
ers focus their attention.

1. Simplicity

This sentence from the New York Times would
make a good reading comprehension test:

After nearly 18 months of difficult and slow-moving
talks, the representatives of the world’s rich and poor
nations appeared to be approaching agreement early
today on a limited international program intended to
help the developing world, but a deadlock over plans
to make increases in the price of oil more difficult
threatened to sour relations between the two blocs.

The sentence is grammatically correct. It makes
sense. The problem is that most readers would
have to read it a couple of times to figure out
what it says. Look at the number of ideas stuffed
into one sentence:

The talks have lasted 18 months.

. They’ve been difficult and slow moving.

The talks include representatives of the world’s rich

and poor nations.

4. They appear to be approaching agreement on a
limited international program to help the
developing world.

5. The nations are deadlocked on a plan to make
increases in the price of oil more difficult.

6. The deadlock threatens to sour relations between

rich and poor countries.

w N
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Six ideas in one sentence; that’s why it takes a
couple of readings to understand. Sentences this
complex can never be used in broadcast news. A
good guideline: one, or at the most two, ideas
per sentence.

This is how the sentence might be rewritten for
broadcast:

There was some progress and some

bad feeling in Paris today as
representatives of the world's rich
and poor nations met. They are moving
closer to agreement on a plan which
would provide some help to developing
countries. But a proposal to control
0il price increases is getting
nowhere and causing tension. These
talks have been going on for almost

a year and a half.

This uses only five more words than the Times’
version, but contains three more sentences—
each making one or two simple points.

Simple sentences make for clear copy. Broad-
cast newswriters must discover simple ways to
communicate the often complex thoughts that
make up the news. This doesn’t mean their writ-
ing has to be pedestrian. Newswriters have to be
sophisticated enough to transform subtle and
often involved concepts into direct, understand-
able language—a challenging assignment to say
the least. There’s nothing simple about writing
simply. Here are two rules:

1. Divide Take a complex sentence and
break it down into a few simple sentences:

WEAK:

Strong citizen pressure against
continued showing of X-rated films
at the Whitehall Drive-In has
apparently convinced Whitehall,

pornography. The effort is
apparently the result of strong
citizen pressure against continued
showing of X-rated films at the
Whitehall Drive-1In.

WSYB, Vermont

WEAK:

On the fifth day of fighting between
Libya and Egypt, Libya is claiming

it shot down eight Egyptian planes as
they attacked in waves across the
desert, while military spokesmen in
Cairo deny that there were any raids
today, terming Libya's charges a

pack of lies.

BETTER:
Libya says it shot down eight
Egyptian planes today...as they
attacked in waves across the desert.
Military spokesmen in Cairo say there
were no raids...and term Libya's
charges...a pack of. lies. The
conflicting reports come on the fifth
day of fighting between the two
nations.

KENO, Las Vegas

2, Abandon Some facts confuse more than
they elucidate. To keep a sentence simple and
clear, abandon these nonessential facts. Facts
that might be used by a newspaper—the exact
charges in an indictment, the history of an event,
a description of the circumstances—must often
be cut to pare down sentences. A lean sentence
minus a couple of interesting but unnecessary
facts is better than a plodding sentence that can’t
effectively communicate any facts.

UNACCEPTABLE:
The Transport Workers Union agreed

New York, officials to consider an last night to "stop the clock" and
ordinance to control pornography. continue negotiations in an effort

to avert a strike, originally set
BETTER: for six this morning, that would
Whitehall, New York, officials are have stranded two and a half million
considering an ordinance to control weekday bus and subway riders in the
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metropolitan area and disrupted the
life of the city.

ACCEPTABLE:

No subway and bus strike yet. The
Transport Workers Union last night
agreed to "stop the clock" and
keep negotiating.

2, Interjections and Clauses

Newspaper writers often break up their sen-
tences with long interjections or explanatory
clauses, as in this example from the New York
Times:

The mediators, Josine Soumokilx, 64 years old, and
Dr. Jassaon Tan, 56, both of whom are highly
regarded members of the Moluccan community,
boarded the train at 2 p.m. local time, and after nearly
three hours of talks with the kidnappers sent word that
they were staying for dinner with them.

Clauses and long interjections usually cause diffi-
culty in broadcast news; they lead to complex
sentence structures that listeners cannot follow.
They are especially troublesome when inserted
in the middle of a sentence. Notice the distance
between the subject, ‘‘the mediators,” and the
verbs, “boarded . . . and sent word,” in the
above example. If such a sentence were used on
the air, listeners might forget the subject by the
time the verbs arrived.

Never separate the subject and verb in a sen-
tence with long interjections.

UNACCEPTABLE:

The eleventh annual Trivia Bowl, in
which 48 teams are competing for
championship T-shirts and the chance
to have their names engraved on a
trophy, is underway on the C-U
campus in Boulder.

ACCEPTABLE

The eleventh annual Trivia Bowl is
underway on the C-U campus in
Boulder. 48 teams are competing for
championship T-shirts and the chance

to have their names engraved on
a trophy.
KOA, Denver

UNACCEPTABLE:

In yesterday's Cherokee County
election a measure that would
replace the five—person county
commission with a one—man commission
was approved by voters.

ACCEPTABLE

Voters in Cherokee County have ousted
their five-person county
commission.... It'll be replaced by
a ONE-man commission.

WSB, Atlanta

A clause does less damage to the clarity of a
sentence when used at the beginning or end of
the sentence.

UNACCEPTABLE:

The suspect, after consultations with
his two court—appointed lawyers,
pleaded guilty.

ACCEPTABLE:

After consultations with his two
court—-appointed lawyers, the suspect
pleaded guilty.

The suspect pleaded guilty after
consultations with his two
court—appointed lawyers.

But it often is safest to give the clause a sen-
tence of its own:

ACCEPTABLE:

The suspect consulted with his two
court-appointed lawyers. He then
pleaded guilty.

Broadcast newswriters must constantly moni-
tor the distance between the subject and verb in
their sentences and they must watch that the
when’s, while’s, who’s, explanations and de-
scriptions aren’t tangling up their sentences. Too
many interruptions tend to make writing confus-
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ing. More than one a sentence is usually too
many.

3. Names and Titles

An awkward phrasing:

Dr. Alvin M. Weinberg, director of
the Energy Analysis Institute of the
Oak Ridge Associated Universities,
says. ..

Formal names and titles are rarely used in con-
versation and should rarely be used in broadcast
news. Here are the rules for referring to people in

copy:

1. Shorten names Broadcast journalists start
by forgetting the middle initial. With the excep-
tion of a few celebrities like Howard K. Smith,
initials add nothing but formality to a name. It's
Henry Kissinger, not Henry A. Kissinger. Alvin
Weinberg, not Alvin M. Weinberg.

Other addenda to the basic name can also be
chopped off. Joseph A. Califano Junior be-
comes Joseph Califano on the air. There's no
chance of confusing him with Joseph Califano
Senior. Similarly, it's Joseph Kennedy, not
Joseph Kennedy the Third.

2. Nicknames James Earl Carter Junior was
kind to broadcast joumalists. Not only did he
keep his middle name and the “‘Junior’” off the
ballot; he gave himself a nice conversational
nickname: “‘Jimmy.” If a person is commonly
and courteously referred to by a nickname—
Chip Carter, Miz Lillian, Tip O’Neill—then it's
appropriate to use the nickname on the air. But
nicknames shouldn’t be invented—Rosalynn
Carter cannot be called ‘‘Rose.”

3. Firstusage The first time a nameis used it
must clearly identify the person. Usually this re-
quires presenting both the first and last names,
whether the person is well known—Ralph
Nader, Jane Fonda, Ronald Reagan—or just a

visitor to the news—George Willig, Emily Harris,
Alvin Weinberg.

UNACCEPTABLE:

A San Francisco man, Sipple, was
credited with saving the president's
life.

ACCEPTABLE:

A San Francisco man, Oliver Sipple,
was credited with saving the
president's 1life.

However, if a person is very well known and
has a title, often the last name and the title are
sufficient to pin down the person’s identity—
President Carter, former President Nixon, Secre-
tary of State Vance.

WEAK:

Egyptian President Anwar Sadat is
in Washington.

BETTER:

Egyptian President Sadat is in
Washington.

But only if they're very well known.

UNACCEPTABLE:

Dutch Prime Minister Agt will arrive
next week.

ACCEPTABLE:

Dutch Prime Minister Andreas van Agt
will arrive next week.

4. Second usage Once a person has been
introduced in a story, the last name or the title
alone are all that’s needed: ‘‘Nader also said . . .”’
or “The Dutch leader plans . . .” First names
alone would be too informal.

UNACCEPTABLE:
Tom also lost that election.

ACCEPTABLE:
Hayden also lost that election.

CLARITY
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And titles of address—Mr., Mrs., Miss, Ms.—are
too formal. Many stations reserve them for just
one person—the president. Most stations won’t
even use Mr. for the president. Doctor should be
used only when the person’s authority as a scien-
tist or a physician are part of the story. It's Dr.
Salk, not Dr. Kissinger; and on many stations,
Ms., Mrs. or Miss only if there’s a danger of
confusing the woman with a man with the same
last name.

5. Omitting names An unknown name is
like an obscure word—it can confuse. Often a
title or description is all the information needed
about a person. For example, in a short item
about Latin American reaction to a projected
program it is sufficient to write, “Costa Rica’s
president attacked the plan.” No need for his
name. Similarly, the name of a victim or a suspect
in a crime in another city is usually unnecessary.
“A middle-aged woman was injured”’ is fine.
However, in local stories names are important.
Listeners will want to know which middle-aged
woman was injured—perhaps they know her.

6. Titles Alvin Weinberg’s title, in the exam-
ple that began this section, is much too long and
unwieldy for broadcast news. “Director of the
Energy Analysis Institute of the Oak Ridge Asso-
ciated Universities” has enough words that are
irrelevant to the point of the story to cause even
the most attentive mind to wander.

Long titles can be shortened. This often re-
quires abandoning the formal title completely.
It's not necessary for listeners to learn exactly
how Weinberg’s business card reads. It is suffi-
cient to call him “a local energy expert” or “an
energy expert at a local university” or just “‘a
physicist” or “‘a scientist.” Which one is chosen
depends on Weinberg’s role in the story.

WEAK:

Black Panther Party Vice-Chairman
Huey Newton

BETTER:

Black Panther Party leader Huey
Newton

UNACCEPTABLE:

The Chairman of the New York and New
Jersey Bistate Commission to End
Pollution of Coastal Waters, New
Jersey Assemblyman Anthony Villane
of Long Branch

ACCEPTABLE:

A New Jersey assemblyman who chairs
a bistate water commission, Anthony
Villane

Also, the words in a title should be arranged so
that they read smoothly.

WEAK:

National Security Adviser to the
President Zbigniew Brzezinski
BETTER:

The president's national security
adviser, Zbigniew Brzezinski

7. Titles first When using a title and a name
in the same sentence, put the title first.

WEAK:

Alvin Weinberg,
expert, says...
BETTER:

A local energy expert,
says. ..

a local energy

Alvin Weinberg,

Why? Because a title is an explanation for a
name, it tells us who Weinberg is. Were the
name to come first, we might be momentarily
confused by it.

Sentences also flow more smoothly with the
title first.

WEAK:

John Mitchell, the former attorney
general, also was there.

BETTER:

Former Attorney General John Mitchell
also was there.
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4. Quotes

Comedian Victor Borge once put together a rou-
tine in which he made a sound and a gesture for
each punctuation mark in his monologue. Every
time he reached quotation marks he’d say,
“tswit, tswit,”’ while waving two fingers of each
hand in the air. Newscasters, however, have
never been willing to do this. They will pause for
a dash, comma or period and put a quizzical tone
in their voices for question marks, but there is
little likelihood that they will say ‘‘tswit, tswit” for
every set of quotation marks.

This “timidity” on the part of newscasters
leaves writers with a serious clarity problem.
There is no way they can let their listeners know
that there are quotation marks around that
statement by the govemor, even if it is important
to know that those were the governor’s exact
words. Quotation marks lose most of their mean-
ing on the air. All they do is encourage the
newscaster to pause, which may be enough if it’s
not important that listeners know it's a direct
quote:

The caller warned the clerk to '"get
everybody out of there!"
KODY, Nebraska

But, when it must be clear that it’s a direct quote,
that those are the exact words, a pause is not
sufficient. The governor's exact words were:
“The whole bunch of them is corrupt!”’ How can
those words best be communicated to listeners?

By far the best solution is to get the words on
tape (see Chapter 10, “Tape’’)—but often no
tape is available. Then the simplest solution is to
paraphrase:

The governor charges that the
senators who oppose her plan are
corrupt.

Middle East will have to be worked
out by leaders of that region...and
not imposed by Washington.

WSB, Atlanta

Cook County Clerk Stanley Kusper is
telling reporters just how much more
in taxes some Chicagoans will have
to pay because of a new property tax.
Kusper called a news conference this
morning to say the increase will
be less than one percent.

WBBM, Chicago

Skeet appeared before the commission
asking that he be allowed to retain
his job, and said that he would
not resign.

KLWN, Kansas

Sometimes, however, the exact wording of a
statement that isn’t available on tape is news in
itself. The actual quote can be controversial, col-
orful or revealing. In these situations listeners
must be informed that it's a direct quote, and
therefore it is necessary to replace those silent
quotation marks with something audible—
words.

A classic example of a spot where a para-
phrase just wouldn’t do is when then President
Richard Nixon exclaimed, ‘I am not a crook!”
Paraphrased, the statement loses the incongruity
and inappropriateness of language that makes it
interesting:

The president says that he isn't
a criminal.

The most obvious way to make clear that this
is a quote would be to write the word quote at
the start and unquote at the end:

The president said —— quote — I am
If they’re not on tape, direct quotes are relatively not a crook -- unquote.
rare on the air. Most statements are paraphrased: Or:

Former Secretary of State Dean Rusk The president said —— and we quote ——
says any lasting settlement in the I am not a crook —— end of quotation.
CLARITY
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However, while actually using the word quote
is clear, it certainly is not conversational. This
heavy-handed device has become antiquated.
There are more subtle and less formal alterna-
tives. All these more conversational phrases in-
form listeners that they are about to hear a direct
quote:

He put it this way . . .

She used these words . . .

The governor’s exact words were . . .
As he putit. ..

With this dramatic phrase . . .
...whatshecalled. ..

These are the union leader’s words. . . .
As she expressedit. . .

To use his words . . .

In the words of . . .

So Nixon’s awkward defense could be written:

The president's exact words were...
"I am not a crook!"

Here are some additional examples:

As the principal of North High
School put it, "If on the night we
play Salisbury we have a rainy night,
we've had it."

WRBX, North Carolina

,The mayor called the head of the
‘Chamber of Commerce...in his words. ..
"a professional fanny-kisser."

WTLB, New York

The president of Toccoa Falls
College, Dr. Kenn Opperman, has
resigned in what's called a "mutual
agreement with the board
of trustees."

WSB, Atlanta

Even with the use of these clarifying phrases, a
direct quote is uncomfortable in broadcast news.

Direct quotes require that the newscaster briefly
act the part of someone else.

NEWSCASTER AS NEWSCASTER:

As the demonstration's leader
expressed it...

NEWSCASTER INPERSONATING LEADER:

"We're not going to stand for
this any more!"

That switch in roles may confuse the listener. It
can be especially disconcerting when the direct
quote uses the first person.

WEAK:

To use the words of the
demonstration's leader..."We've
had enough."

It almost sounds as though the newcaster has had
enough. A paraphrase is, therefore, clearer.

BETTER:

One demonstrator shouted that she
had had enough.

Once a direct quote gets longer than a phrase
or two, it can become thoroughly confusing.

UNACCEPTABLE:
The union leader's exact words
were..."A breakdown in talks has left

us with no alternative but to close
the plants. I have instructed all
members to stay home tomorrow. We're
on strike! And this strike

could last weeks."

Placing more clarifying phrases in a long quote
makes it clearer but still a bit stiff.

WEAK:
The union leader's exact words
were..."A breakdown in talks has left

us with no alternative but to close
the plant." As he put it..."I have
instructed all members to stay home
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tomorrow. We're on strike!" Then he
used these words..."This strike
could last weeks."

The solution—always paraphrase long quotes.

BETTER:

The union leader said that a
breakdown in talks had left workers
with no alternative but to close the
plants. All members have been
instructed to stay home tomorrow.
The union leader says the strike
could last weeks.

Use a direct quote only when it's neat, com-
pact and the wording is exceptional. Otherwise,
paraphrase.

WEAK:

The councilman's exact words were...
"I have decided to run for
re—election.”

BETTER:

The councilman says that he has
decided to run for re—election.

CONCISENESS

Great writing often comes not only in simple, but
in short sentences:

In the beginning God created the heaven and the
earth. And the earth was without form, and void; and
darkness was upon the face of the deep. And the Spirit
of God moved upon the face of the waters. And God
said, Let there be light; and there was light.

There are no wasted words in this passage from
the Bible; no rambling sentences. Broadcast
news may not achieve this poetry, but it must
strive for this clarity and conciseness.

We've noted that long sentences are tough for
the ear to follow, but they have two other draw-
backs: wordiness wastes time; and long sen-

tences are hard to read smoothly on the air. Try
reading this sentence from the New York Times
aloud:

The White House spokesman, Jody Powell, said
today that if the Soviet Union was willing to undertake
“serious negotiations” on limitation of strategic
nuclear weapons, the United States ‘‘can rmake
changes” in plans to deploy a more accurate
intercontinental missile warhead capable of destroying
more Soviet missiles in their launching silos.

If a sentence this long were used on the air, the
newscaster would be forced to pause for breath
in the middle of phrases, which would further
confuse listeners.

How long should a broadcast news sentence
be? It depends on how many pauses there are in
it and how good the newscaster’s lungs are. But
most broadcast journalists warn that when a sen-
tence stretches more than two, or at the most
three, lines of copy—it’s trouble. A sentence that
long will probably be difficult to say and difficult
to understand.

1. Pauses

Newscasters have different lung capacities, but
all of them need to take a breath once in a while.
So a newscaster reading copy that lacks a place
for a natural pause is either going to add an
unnatural pause or turn blue. Here’s what can
happen to writing that leaves no room for breath-

ing:

Groundbreaking and dedication
ceremonies were held in the rain
earlier today for a new theatre
(pause} to house works produced by

the County Art and Dramatic Society's
(pause) summer stock resident company.

Such inappropriate pauses interfere with the flow
of words and, therefore, can confuse.

Most newscasters get hungry for air every 20
syllables or so. If a sentence is that short, the
period or question mark will provide the oppor-
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tunity to inhale. Otherwise a dash, ellipsis, or
comma should be written into the copy to make
sure that the newscaster pauses where it suits the
sentence construction, not in the middle of a
phrase.

This story never goes longer than 19 syllables
without giving the newscaster a break:

Could it be? Is it possible?
here in Virginia? Well, Rupert
Williamson thinks so....Williamson has
found footprints in his strawberry
patch in Dinwiddie County...Size 25
triple-D footprints to be exact. The
sheriff's department thinks it's a
prank...Williamson says one of his
neighbors is so scared he can't

sleep. The bigfoot has been seen all
over the world...Some places it's
called Sasquatch, Yetti, and in
Arkansas the Boggy Creek Monster.
Maybe it's just a case of Kilroy was
here, updated. Convince Rupert
Williamson.

Right

WROV, Virginia

And notice how clearly the pauses are indicated
in this story. The newscaster is never asked to
read more than 20 syllables between commas or
ellipses.

Another one of those smoking-in-bed
tragedies....The victim this time a
75-year—old woman...... Firemen
were able to rescue Edith Mordey's
85-year-o0ld husband, and he was
hospitalized with smoke inhalation and
chest pains...but it was too late for
the woman....The fire was confined to
the first-floor bedroom of the
two-story home...The second floor
apartment was vacant........ The
building's lacated at 91-06 143rd
Street...in Jamaica, Queens.

WINS, New York City

Not all broadcast news is quite this terse, but it
can never be much more longwinded, because
newscasters do not have that much wind.

2. The Point

Broadcast journalists should never have to be
told to get to the point; they should already be
there. Their sentences should provide the short-
est possible route to the meaning of a story.

Earlier in this chapter the need to divide sen-
tences and abandon ideas of little import was
discussed, but there’s another method of keep-
ing sentences trim—conserving words.

Some linguists maintain that less than 50 per-
cent of the words we use actually convey mean-
ing. The rest, they say, are merely used for style
or to satisfy conventions. The broadcast jour-
nalist’s goal should be to make the percentage of
words in a sentence that make the point as
high as possible.

UNACCEPTABLE:

There are about 30 different states
that have inserted provisions in
their state constitutions allowing
initiative, recall and referenda.
Indiana is one of the states that
does not have such a provision in its

constitution.

ACCEPTABLE:
Some 30 states have provisions in
their constitutions allowing for
initiative, recall and referenda.
Indiana does not.

WNAP, Indiana

This phrase, used on the air, says in five words
what could have been said just as accurately in
three:

A rate increase in rents... i

Every word that doesn’t help make the point
should be pruned. And some words must be
watched particularly closely. They have a reputa-
tion for leading sentences astray:

1. Detours These words detour sentences
because they are so imprecise. Involved, for ex-
ample, merely hints at a relationship. Other
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words must be wasted to tie down the loose ends
this word leaves.

UNACCEPTABLE:

They were involved in a move to
unseat him.

ACCEPTABLE:

They tried to unseat him.

Involved is often an ambiguous substitute for
clearer phrasings. This suggestive sentence, used
on the air, provides an exaggerated example of
the problem:

He was taken to a local hospital for
treatment of head and facial injuries
after his vehicle was involved with
another car....

Here are some other examples of detour
words and phrases:

WEAK:

The expressway is experiencing
a delay.

BETTER:
Traffic is delayed on the expressway.

WEAK:

The money represents one quarter of
the funding they will need.

BETTER:

That's one quarter of the money
they'll need.

WEAK:
He succeeded in escaping

BETTER:
He escaped.

WEAK:

The bill was delayed due to the
opposition of one of the council
members.

BETTER:
One of the council members delayed
the bill.

WEAK:

That was the first proposal
concerning a health center.

BETTER:

That was the first proposal for a
health center.

2. Redundancy Overstating also clogs sen-
tences with useless words. It's not enough to set
a record; people are said to have set new re-
cords, as if it were possible to set an old record.
Similarly, surprises have become unexpected
surprises, though you have to be pretty sharp to
expect your surprises.

Redundancy blunts writing and wastes time on
the air. See if all these words don’t get the point
across just as clearly without their modifiers:

quite depressing
final conclusion
complete stop
honest truth
positively identify
strictly prohibit

over-exaggerate
completely destroy
general consensus
total annihilation
personal feelings
brief minute

Obvious adjectives or adverbs are not the only
form of redundancy. Often words seduce us into
believing that they are adding meaning when in
fact they are only wasting time. For example,
“this nation’s Greek-Americans’ is just as clear
without the “‘this nation’s.”

3. Wasteful phrases Our language is full of
phrases that substitute a few words for one word.
Newswriters try to avoid them.

WORDY CONCISE
in an effort to to

in order to to

for the purpose of to

at the present time now

at this point in time now

at that point in time then
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in the near future soon
having to do with about
with reference to about
due to the fact that because
along the lines of like

in the event that if

with the exception of except
was the recipient of received
is of the opinion that believes
venture a suggestion suggest
take action act

There may be occasions when it is desirable to
elaborate somewhat; to use a longer phrase.
Succinctness is not the only goal, and a longer
phrase may improve the pacing of a sentence or
help emphasize a point. But, it's important not to
fall into these phrases ignorantly. First look for
the concise way to make the point.

3. Grammar

This sentence is concise:

No abortion clinic for Melbourne.
WMEL, Florida

But is it a sentence? It doesn’t even have a verb.

Sentences or not, such shorthand construc-
tions are used frequently in broadcast news, in
stories as well as in headlines (see Chapter 13,
“Newscasts'’).

Some disagreement at the City Council
meeting last night.
WADA, North Carolina

Winter in May. The area received
four inches of snow today.
WARA, Massachusetts

Two dead in weekend traffic accidents.
KWTX, Texas

Another highjacking in progress at
this hour.

WKVT, Vermont

Broadcast newswriters choose to violate the

rules of formal grammar and use these techni-
cally incomplete sentences because they save
words, and their staccato rhythm gives writing

punch: p

Heavy action on the stock market...
some pickup in car sales...
WINS, New York City

This style can be overused. As Lynn Woolley
at KRLD, Dallas, says, “It's still nice to have a
noun, verb and the whole works.” Some news
directors won't accept any fudging at all with the
rules of grammar, but most will buy it—if the re-
sult is clear and conversational.

Beginners have a tendency to exaggerate this
style and write so concisely that their writing
sounds like newspaper headlines.

UNACCEPTABLE:

Intellectuals appeal to Soviets to
free dissidents....Administration
silent.

This is so compact that it isn’t remotely conversa-
tional. Even if a sentence is not complete, it must
flow and be understandable.

UNACCEPTABLE:

Four percent police, fire and city
employee raise approved last night.

ACCEPTABLE:

Final approval given last night to a

four percent raise for police,

firemen and other city employees.
WAZY, Indiana

Another danger is that newswriters will use the
license to occasionally stretch the rules of gram-
mar as an excuse for sloppiness or revenge on
high school English teachers.

Misuse of the language is never acceptable in
broadcast news. These unfortunate examples
found their way onto the air.

The pronoun that doesn’'t agree: Quite a
number of Ohio farmers are plowing up
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strands of winter wheat and planting
~.soybeans in its place.

Jhe verb that doesn’t agree: Ford's finding
Mbombs in a county mine were at

frhe dang//ng modifier, or worse: Extortlon/
,notes have been sent to two companie$
*in addition to the three that
received the letter bombs in the
mail, demanding money or else more
bombs will be sent.

Novelist Isaac Bashevis Singer has said that the
wastepaper basket is the writer's best friend.
Broadcast writers seldom have time to crumple
pages and start again, but in their search for ef-

PRACTICE ASSIGNMENTS

The Cinema X theater has been
convicted of shipping obscene films
across state lines, stemming from
the showing of Deep Throat in 1973.

The lesson? Know the language. Grammar
can be leammed after high school. If there’s a
problem, a good grammar book is the place to
start. Marching naively into the realms of gram-
matical freedom in search of conciseness can
lead to convoluted sentences and embarrass-
ment.

fective sentences they discard a lot of useless
words and awkward phrasings. Broadcast sen-
tences must be cleaned, trimmed and polished
until they are clear and to the point.

Rewrite the following sentences in broadcast style.

1. Israel’s prime minister said today that if an Arab
administrative council to be set up in the Westi
Bank and the Gaza Strip under a proposed au-
tonomy plan proclaimed a Palestinian state, its
members would be promptly arrested and the Is-
raeli military government brought back.

2. Voters in the state will decide whether to approve
a proposition that would involve a drastic cut in
property taxes.

3. A campaign contribution by Roland S. Savoy to a
member of the State Senate panel that for the
past seven weeks has been considering his nomi-
nation as correctional services commissioner
appeared today to put his already-troubled
nomination in jeopardy.

4. Responding to attacks and criticism by the Admin-
istration, the oil industry insisted today that their
profits are not overly excessive.

5. The mayor went to Washington for the purpose
of fighting the proposal and told the committee,
“We don'’t like the idea one bit.”

6. John Stark, Democratic senator from Wisconsin,
says that, before introducing his revenue sharing
resolution onto the floor of the House of Rep-
resentatives next Monday afternoon, he will con-
sult privately with the Republican leadership.

7. I-C-C allows price hike in move to stem truck
slowdowns.

8. France says it will cooperate “in economics, in
culture and in education” with other European
countries, ‘‘but militarily, no.”

9. He began initiating the senior citizens program in
an effort to improve and upgrade their lives.

A0 Auto makers say profits not too high.

11. The 15-year-old boy, who was a sophomore at
Oak Ridge High School, said he spent most of his
time practicing for the homecoming game,
which would have been held next weekend.

12. The decision to establish a senate is a concession
to the king's critics, but it's not certain just how
the senate will be chosen to assure participation
from representatives of the many groups which
make up the country’s opposition.

13. Jane Rose, associate commissioner of the State
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14.

15.

16.

17.

Energy Commission, has called for a halt to the
building of nuclear reactors.

Assistant Commissioner of General Social Ser-
vices and Income Maintenance Eric Falk says the
welfare rolls are increasing.

Mrs. Jane Adamson, Ridgedale’s town alderman
for the last 13 years, says she won’t run for re-
election.

In the words of a leading communications
expert—Dr. Henry Green—"“TV is the new
industrial-corporate religion . . . seizing the minds
of today’s youth and creating an entire generation
obsessed with violence.”

The Fire Department says that the severity of
Wednesday's fire at Lamston’s Department Store
in which four shoppers and two firemen died has

18.

19.

20.

21.

been traced to a broken sprinkler system on the
store’s fourth floor.

An extremely serious car accident involving two
cars and three trucks which collided while travel-
ing on Interstate 61 has resulted in six people
dead and two people injured.

The City Council failed again to approve the
school budget for the third time this year in an at-
tempt to hold down costs.

Terrorist bullets killed two people in Italy today:
Angela Lombardi, a 15-year-old high school stu-
dent, and Gianninni Mordi, a 23-year-old factory
worker at a Fiat plant in Turin.

Former Mayor Arthur S. Dorf has retracted his
charges against Governor David W. Chalk . . .
saying it was prompted by his drinking problem.
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LEADS

In broadcast news the lead is the first sentence,
or occasionally the first two sentences, of a story:

Another time—out has been called in
the Los Angeles school integration
proceedings. Superior Court Judge
Paul Egly has given the Board of
Education a month to let him know in
writing exactly how the plan's going
to work. Specifically, Egly wants
to learn which schools and students
will be participating in the
integration plan submitted by the
board. Egly says he hopes to rule
on the plan within a month.
KNX, Los Angeles

The lead doesn’t sound any different than the
other sentences in a story—listeners won’t know
they’'re hearing a lead. Yet writing a good lead
is often the key to writing a good story.

Broadcast news stories are so short that it is
imperative to get off on the right foot. It's also
necessary to grab listeners’ attention with that
first sentence. Newswriters put their best sen-
tence forward:

Inflation, it seems, is hitting

everyone these days, even those who

traffic in and use heroin. A federal

drug enforcement agent says the cost
of an ounce of heroin on the illegal
market has jumped from 600 dollars
a year ago, to 900 dollars today in
the Houston area.

WARU, Indiana

Like any other sentence, the lead must follow
the rules for broadcast newswriting outlined in
the previous chapters, but, since this first sen-
tence has more responsibilities, it has to measure
up to additional standards.

This chapter devotes quite a few words to the
story’s first few words and the job they have to do.

INTRIGUING

The news wants attention. The lead has to get it.
Listeners are driving in traffic or lying on the
couch or doing the dishes. A newswriter has a
complex story to relate about some technical
changes in the format of the venerable New York
Times. What's the best way to break through the

61

WorldRadioHistory



At WCCO, Minneapolis, a newswriter works on the morn-
ing news program. (WCCO, Minneapolis)

road noises, the daydreams, the dirty dishes, to
get that story across? The obvious strategy would
be to immediately weigh in with the facts:

The New York Times will switch from
an eight—column to a six—column
format on September 7th.

Wil that catch their ears? Doubtful. Except for
that familiar name, the New York Times, this is
just a jumble of facts. What is needed is some-
thing that will make the story sound more
interesting—a lead that will bring out whatever is
arresting about this story. Here is a lead that did
just that:

The New York Times 1is getting a face
1ift.
WOR, New York City

The basic fact is still here, but what's been added

is a touch of irony: the staid New York Times
acting appearance-conscious.

A lead doesn’t have to be clever to be
intriguing. Often all it takes is an unadorned pre-
sentation of what’s happening:

A month-old baby is lost.
WBLG, Kentucky

A surprise search at the Fayette
County high school yesterday...police
using a marijuana-sniffing dog.

WSB, Atlanta

Alead is a “‘hook.” It may be cute, it may be
straightforward, but it must be sharp, to the point
and baited with something fresh.

1. Newsworthiness

The surest way to get attention is to lead @ story
with whatever in the story carries the most wal-
lop. Newsworthiness is a measure of wallop.
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Broadcast joumalists have to calculate news-
worthiness at every stage in the production of a
newscast. They must decide what questions to
ask at a news conference; what facts to include in
a story; what aspect of each story to use as the
lead; what taped quotes to play on the air; and,
finally, what stories to use in the newscast.

News judgment is a skill long-time journalists
use with the same pride with which weight lifters
use their muscles. Many journalists maintain that
news sense is exclusively a product of €xperience
and, therefore, cannot be taught.But the ability
to decide what is newsworthy is really just a
matter of common sense plus knowledge of cur-
rent events and basic journalism principles. Per-
haps common sense can’t be taught—although
leaming to concentrate and think carefully can
help people reach conclusions that make sense.
But current events are easy to leamn; the standard
textbooks are newspapers, news magazines and
the broadcast media. And the guidelines for
evaluating newsworthiness can definitely be
taught. The news judgment that the already-
initiated possess is a composite of a bunch of
basic rules they know too well to have to ver-
balize, but these rules can be spelled out.

There are six criteria for determining what is
newsworthy: importance, interest, controversy,
the unusual, timeliness, proximity. They are in-
troduced here in terms of choosing a story’s lead,
but since these six standards are employed in
many other broadcast news activities, they will
be referred to frequently in future chapters.

1. Importance If historians wrote the news,
this would be their standard. It's unconcerned
with gossip, free of parochialism, and not ob-
sessed with the fleeting or freakish. Importance is
the measure of the significance of an event, the
magnitude of its effect on the world or commu-
nity, and the power of the people and positions
involved.

A new tax on gasoline isn’t historic, but it is
more important, in most cases, than approval of
an agency’'s budget—it effects more lives:

The R-T-A board has approved a five

percent gasoline tax for the
metropolitan area....a move that will
boost gas prices by at least
two—and-a-half cents a gallon.

WBBM, Chicago

That's the lead. Later in the story the budget
increase is mentioned:

At yesterday's meeting the board also
approved a 237-million-dollar budget
for fiscal 1978.

A death is more important than a serious in-
jury and it belongs in the lead:

A 17-year-o0ld from Bowling Green is

dead as the result of a head-on

collision around midnight last night.
WBGN, Kentucky

Later in the story listeners are told what hap-
pened to one of the other passengers:

A passenger, 18-year—old Danny
Miller, received multiple injuries
in that accident.

All other things being equal, the president’s
position is more important than the position of a
senator. The president goes in the lead:

The Senate is moving towards a vote
today on the neutron bomb...whose
supporters are encouraged by what
President Carter said at yesterday's
news conference.

cB8S

Lower down in the story we hear about the
senator:

Doubts persist in the Senate, and a
principal critic of Mr. Carter's
position hasn't given up yet.

The opening of the baseball season is a more
important event than an average basketball
game. It's the lead:
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The baseball season officially
underway....Seattle beating Minnesota
last night three to two.

WSB, Atlanta

Later in the sports news:

And on the scoreboard...the Hawks
beat Buffalo 87 to 74 last night.

And something happening is more important
than nothing happening. In a story about poten-
tial live television coverage of Congress, the
House’s move toward allowing coverage goes in
the lead:

Television cameras may soon become
familiar sights on the House floor
in Washington.

KNX, Los Angeles

The Senate’s inaction is held for later in the
story:

A similar proposal in the Senate is
buried in committee.

Randy Renshaw of KLGA, lowa, provides this
example of a lead with a mixed-up sense of
importance:

Damage is estimated at 3-thousand
dollars following an explosion at a
local factory that claimed two lives.

Loss of life is more important than property
damage. Failure to emphasize the two deathsis a
mistake in news judgment.

2. Interest People are not always interested
in that which is most important. Sometimes they
just want to know what the president’s wife is up
to or what happened to that cute four-year-old
who was hurt in the crash. This is the gate
through which gossip gets into the news. If Prin-
cess Anne finishes third in a horse show, that
goes in the lead—ahead of the name of the

person who finished first. Famous people interest
us:

Screen star Buster Crabbe spent
several hours over the weekend
signing autographs for movie buffs
at the Baker Hotel in Dallas.

WELOQ, Mississippi

But, fortunately, interest embodies more than
just social notes. In fact, if novelists wrote the
news they probably would measure events in
terms of the characteristics that make them re-
vealing . . . interesting.

The president’s plan to build a tree house on
the White House lawn isn’t important, but it is
interesting and therefore newsworthy. The fact
that the fire went out during a presidential
“fireside chat’’ is also insignificant—but amusing.
Often these items will make for a more intriguing
lead than a straightforward recounting of the
president’s latest pronouncement. Similarly, a
movie company’s choice of locale isn’t impor-
tant, but . . .

Does Texas look like Wyoming? A movie
company hopes so.
KVOC, Wyoming

And there is one minor detail in this story about
gas seeping into a city’s sewer system that forces
itself into the lead . . . because it's interesting:

It all started when a man's toilet
blew up.
WSQY, lllinois

WEAK:

A 19-year-old woman from Dallaslhas
been missing for the past week.

BETTER:

One week ago tomorrow a 19-year-old
woman from Dallas went on her 1lunch
break. Everyone thought Karen Copper
would return in about an hour, but so
far there has been no sign of her.
KEX, Oregon
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Interest is where news judgment becomes most
human.

3. Controversy The news looks for con-
troversy. The govemor’s approval of the high-
way environmental groups have been fighting
for the past year is more newsworthy than his
okay of the reconstruction of an old parkway
everyone agrees has become a safety hazard.

Broadcast journalists must know what the is-
sues are and look for new issues. If somewhere
in the mayor’s press conference she mentions a
decision not to build that low-income housing
project in the city’s most fashionable district,
that’s the lead. If the mayor announces the ap-
pointment of a local builder as recreation direc-
tor, it’s the journalist’s job to find out how many
gyms the director owns and how much he gave
to the mayor’'s campaign. That could be the lead
to this story. When a key ballplayer says the
coach can’t even keep score, let alone motivate
the team, and the story starts with a quote on
pregame strategy, that's the wrong lead. It isn’t
as newsworthy.

UNACCEPTABLE

A young woman has been arrested on a
charge of keeping a bawdy house in
Botetourt County. She had once run
for mayor in Roanoke City.

ACCEPTABLE:
A former candidate for mayor in
Roanoke City has been arrested on a
charge of keeping a bawdy house in
Botetourt County.

WFIR, Virginia

Exposing controversy and corruption is called
muckraking—an important political function of
journalism.

4. The unusual News is often news because
it is out of the ordinary. If a teenager steals an
elderly woman’s purse, on most big-city stations
that is not even a story, and certainly isn’t the
lead. But, if an elderly woman steals a teenager's

purse, that has to be in the lead. Similarly, politi-
cians who say they are going to do their best to
represent the people of their district are not
news. If a politician says he is going to vote for a
certain bill no matter what the folks back home
think, that’s the lead. Perhaps buried somewhere
in the information about a fire downtown is the
fact that this was the city’s first solar-heated build-
ing. That's unusual—it should be in the lead.

UNACCEPTABLE:

The number of rapes was up five
percent during the first quarter of
this year, while the number of
serious crimes overall declined.

ACCEPTABLE:

For the first time in 19 years, a

drop in the rate of serious crimes.
KLOL, Houston

Of course, this bias towards the unusual, as
well as the controversial, is why the news is so
often attacked for being too negative. Bad news
is usually more unusual than good news. It's not
news that the plane arrives safely; it's news if it
crashes. It's not news that politicians are honest
(although some might disagree here); it's news
when they're caught with their hands in the fill.

5. Timeliness News, like food, spoils after
it's been out for a while. And news perishes most
quickly on the radio, where people expect up-
to-the-minute briefings. Jim Farley, executive
producer of NBC Radio News, calls it the me-
dium of the ‘‘*hear and now.” So the lead of a
broadcast story must take advantage of the
freshest element of the story.

UNACCEPTABLE

Two forest fires in northwest
Colorado were declared under control
last night after they burned more
than 18-hundred acres.

ACCEPTABLE:

Mop—up operations are underway at the
site of two forest fires in
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northwest Colorado, which burned
more than 18-hundred acres.
KREX, Colorado

If the secretary of state said something con-
troversial at the airport before flying to Europe
last night, the lead—this moming—is that the
secretary is in Europe this morning where he will
be discussing that controversial issue with Euro-
pean leaders.

If suspects were captured last night, the lead
this moming is that they're in jail. If the accident
happened this moming, the lead tonight is that
the injured are in the hospital, with a report on
their condition.

The mayor of Sioux City is in the
hospital today...thinking of things
he should have done instead of taking
a ride on his son's motorcycle.

KWSL, lowa

Richard Goodwin remains in jail in
Pueblo this morning after he was
denied bail by Pueblo Judge Phillip
Cabibi yesterday.

KVOR, Colorado

In journalism this is called looking for the
“second-day angle”’—an updated slant on the
story. Yesterday the story was that the airplane
crashed, but today that's old news. The
second-day angle is the condition of the sur-
vivors or theories about the cause of the crash.
This is clearly a second-day story:

This is the second day of the flight
attendants' strike against National
Airlines.

Dallas Townsend, CBS

In radio, where the news is aired every hour or
so, it's almost a question of looking for a
“second-hour” angle:

The body of Indiana helicopter pilot
Joseph Miles is being flown home at
this hour.

WAZY, Indiana

Neil Nelkin of KODY in Nebraska calls this “‘ac-
centing the speed of radio.”” Television gives the
news less frequently, so timeliness is somewhat
less of a consideration. But viewers still will want
a different angle than the one they read in their
newspaper that morning.

Some smaller radio stations, where the news is
less insistent, may still use yesterday evening’s
angle as this moming’s lead. They don't always
struggle to discover a second-day angle, but
there are limits. This lead, used on the air, clearly
fails the test of timeliness:

A small safe, containing money,
jewelry and important papers, was
taken from the home of Robert Sklar
last week.

There was an up-to-date angle in this story—
Sklar had told the station that day that he was
offering a thousand-dollar reward. It should
have been in the lead.

6. Proximity If the government is shutting
down eleven military bases and one of them is
five miles outside of town, the lead is that the
local base is closing. People tend to be interested
in that which affects them, and local events have
more effect. This means that a robbery in a
neighbor's house will, for better or worse, be
more newsworthy to most of us than a massacre
in Pakistan.

A 19th-century newspaper editor, Horace
Greeley, put it this way: ‘“The subject of deepest
interest to an average human being is himself;
next to that he is most concemed with his neigh-
bors. Asia and the Tongo Islands stand a long
way off after these in his regard.”

Often national stories have local angles hidden
in them. For example, if the Federal Communi-
cations Commission is demanding that news-
papers be prohibited from owning a broadcast
station in the same town, the writer should check
to see if that affects any local media. If it does,
that’s the lead.
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WEAK:

States that have not ratified the
Equal Rights Amendment could lose
millions of dollars in revenue and
taxes because supporters have
organized a convention boycott.

BETTER:
Atlanta and the state of Georgia
could lose millions of dollars in
revenue and taxes because of the
convention boycott organized against
states which have not ratified the
Equal Rights Amendment.

WSB, Atlanta

WEAK:

The federal government is pushing
states which have vast areas of
wetlands in the region of the Gulf
of Mexico to develop coastal
management areas.

BETTER:
The federal government is pushing
states like Louisiana, which have
vast areas of wetlands in the region
of the Gulf of Mexico, to develop
coastal management areas.

KWKH, Louisiana

Local news is the bread and butter of most
radio stations. Whenever possible, leads must
include the local angle.

The reason these guidelines cannot provide
neat solutions to all problems is that they con-
stantly overlap, and it becomes necessary to
weigh importance against interest or an unusual
angle against a more timely angle—this is where
common sense comes into play.

War has broken out in the Middle East. That's
important. It started on a Jewish holiday. That’s
interesting. There are many Americans in
Israel—that’s a local angle. Both sides are accus-
ing each other of starting the war—that’s con-
troversy. All these facts belong in the account of
such a major event, but what's the lead? The

war. That is very important, and has to be the
heart of the lead. One of the other facts might be
thrown in to flesh it out:

War in the Middle East...and it
started today on the most solemn
Jewish holiday.

Newswriters have to look over all the facts
they have on a story and determine which are
the most newsworthy and will make the most
intriguing lead. These lists of some of the avail-
able facts on a story are followed by the lead the
newswriter chose.

1. Two light planes have collided in the air.

2. It happened four miles off the coast at
Laguna Beach.

3. One of the planes had a third of one wing
sheared off.

4. That plane landed safely at the Orange
County Airport.

5. Neither of the two people on board that plane
was injured.

6. The other plane crashed into the ocean.

7. A search is underway.

Forget the plane that landed safely for the lead.
The news here is the unusual collision and the
important fact that one of the planes crashed into
the ocean, but the timely angle—the search—
also has to be in the lead:

A search is underway off Laguna Beach
for a light plane that plunged into
the ocean after an in-flight
collision.

KNX, Los Angeles

1. A truck rammed into a section of the Alaska
pipeline at eleven o’clock last night.

2. The pipeline was shut down.

3. 84 gallons of oil leaked out after the truck hit.

4. Repairs were made and oil started moving
again at two o’clock this morning.

5. Officials are putting the blame on human er-
ror.
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6. This was the third shutdown on the pipeline
in the past 16 days.

An 84-gallon leak isn’t very important. The news
here is the interesting fact that these shutdowns
are becoming a habit and the timely angle—
everything is now okay:

0il is moving again through the
Alaska pipeline after the third
shutdown in 16 days.

WMAL, Washington, D.C.

1. A gang of South Moluccan terrorists is still
holding 59 hostages in a northem Holland
school and in a train.

2. It's been a week since they took over the
school and train.

3. The terrorists have been negotiating with
Dutch officials.

4. They're insisting that the Dutch force the
Moluccan govemment to give the South
Moluccans independence.

5. Many of the hostages are children.

6. The gunmen have just said they’ll release all
the hostages in retumn for a safe flight out of
the country.

7. They won’t say where they want to go.

8. Dutch officials don’t know whether to believe
that the terrorists are serious about the new
deal.

This has been going on for a week. The news is
the timely element—whatever has changed since
listeners last heard the story—and the answer to
the important question: what'’s going to happen
to those hostages?

There appears to be some movement in
the negotiations between Dutch
government officials and South
Moluccan terrorists holding some
60 hostages.

Ann Taylor, NBC

There isn’'t only one answer to these prob-
lems. Here’s a different version of the lead writ-
ten a bit later, but based on the same facts:

The gang of South Moluccan terrorists
holding 59 hostages in a northern
Holland school and in a train have
made a settlement offer to Dutch
authorities...but the authorities
don't know whether to take
it seriously.

Steve Porter, NBC

2. Detalils

A foolproof method for encouraging listeners to
concentrate on something besides their radio is
to use a ‘‘kitchen-sink’’ lead. Chris Gardner of
WFMW in Kentucky suggested this example:

28-year—old John Jones and
37-year-o0ld Fred Wallace were killed
at seven-twenty last night in a
one-car crash on Madisonville's West
Side near the L and N rail crossing
on Highway 70.

Most of these facts don’t even belong in the
story. Pressing them forward into the lead means
forcing a mass of uninteresting and virtually unin-
telligible information on listeners.

Important details can be saved for later in the
story. This is all the lead should include:

Two men were killed when their car
hit a pole on Highway 70 last night.

There’s no action in names, addresses, ages,
times, etc. Details anchor a story; they don’t
move it forward. Few details deserve a place in
the lead, where the writer is trying to build
momentum. Here are some guidelines for choos-
ing which details to include:

1. Names Few names mean anything to
us—the famous, our neighbors, some others.
Since the lead must capture attention, starting
with a name that means nothing to most listeners
is an error. Mary Kellan of WAXC, New York,
demonstrates with this example:

A change in Robert Silver's condition.
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Who, besides Silver's friends, would care? The
correct lead:

The man shot in last night's holdup
is now in serious condition.

Silver's name should probably be in the story
somewhere (see Chapter 6, ‘‘Stories”), not in the
most important sentence—the lead. Familiar
names, on the other hand, do attract attention.
They work in a lead:

Former President Nixon went to a
ballgame last night in Anaheim.
Bill Diehl, ABC

In a small town, every local name may qualify as
familiar. And there are rare occasions when a
writer uses an unfamiliar name in the lead to
tease the listener. This lead works because it
exploits the listeners’ curiosity about who this
man is and what he’s doing in the news:

A year ago, says Thomas Tetro, he
wanted to die. He learned he had
cancer of the face...

Liz Shanov, WCBS, New York City

Who is Thomas Tetro?—the man who just won
the Jersey Jackpot lottery.

2. Ages We all have one of the 80 or 100
possible ages. The particular one that made
someone uncomfortable on his or her last birth-
day is not of great interest to a radio audience.
Maybe it’s nice to know the age of a person who
was injured in a nearby accident or arrested for
armed robbery, but that detail can be dropped
into the body of the story. There’s no reason to
slow down the lead with it. The only ages that
find their way into leads are ages that are particu-
larly interesting or affecting:

A nine-year-old boy is undergoing
emergency treatment at Nashville
General Hospital after being struck
by a train this afternoon.

WMAK, Tennessee

3. Addresses In a traffic accident or a fire on
a major thoroughfare, the name of the road may
be interesting enough for the lead:

A skateboarding accident yesterday on
State Route 113 left a Wakeman boy
hospitalized.

WLEC, Ohio

But most addresses are just dull strings of
anonymous numbers. Notice how the address
slows down this lead, which was used on the air:

A representative of Phil Simpson,
Incorporated, 4-21 East 8th, reported
to the police that someone struck a
company vehicle early this morning...

This should read:

The Phil Simpson company complains
that someone crashed into a company
car early this morning.

The address, if it needs to be mentioned at all,
can be held for the body of the story.

Other candidates for demotion to the body of
the story or complete banishment. hours of the
day—"‘at 1:18 p-m”; exact dollar figures— ‘‘the
damage was estimated at one point eight three
million dollars’’; car makes—‘‘driving a Chewy
Impala.”” Of course, there are times when each
of these details may be newsworthy—perhaps
this was the 16th Chevy Impala stolen in the last
two weeks—but usually these details are mere
technicalities.

The lead is no place for fine points. Notice
how this lead, which was used on the air, is
dragged down by the weight of its details:

Sheriff Arnold George reported this
morning that Bob Watkins, age 20, of
5-43 Maple Street, was drowned
yesterday afternoon around 5 p-m in
Logan's Creek in the upper end of the
county near the Randolph County line.
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3. The Ordinary

Some facts say nothing:

The coalition of organizations for
mass transit held a meeting this
afternoon.

This lead, intercepted by Stan Zimmerman of
WSPB, Florida, merely notes that a meeting took
place. Where's the news here? The same lead
could have been written, in a different tense,
even before the meeting took place. The fact that
a group met is rarely news and rarely does it
inspire listeners to listen to the rest of the story.
What happened at the meeting—that’s the news.

Bill Quehm of KGMI, Washington, supplies
the ultimate example of a lead filled with empty
facts:

The City Council met last night at
City Hall in regular session.

Lead with whatever distinguishes an event
from the ordinary:

The City Council lowered city utility
charges for most homeowners last
night.

KGMI, Washington

UNACCEPTABLE:

The United Nations met today to act
on an important question.

ACCEPTABLE:

Vietnam finally became a member of
the United Nations today after the
United States dropped its
opposition....

WMAL, Washington, D.C.

Some words and phrases are so com-
monplace in broadcast news that they can easily
bring a yawn. They are best kept out of the lead,
or at least out of the first few words of the
lead—what might be called the “lead’s lead.”
Yesterday and today are prime examples. Practi-
cally every story used in broadcast news hap-

pened either yesterday or today. Since every
lead could begin with one of these two words, it’s
wise not to start any leads this way. News is what
is special about a story, not what is common to
every story.

UNACCEPTABLE:

Today Colorado House Republicans
voted not to fund the state Civil
Rights Commission next year.

ACCEPTABLE:
Colorado House Republicans have voted
not to fund the state Civil Rights
Commission next year.

KOA, Denver

UNACCEPTABLE:

Today representatives of the U-S,
Soviet Russia and Britain open talks
in Geneva on a total ban on nuclear
test explosions.

ACCEPTABLE:

Representatives of the U-S, Soviet
Russia and Britain open talks in
Geneva today on a total ban on
nuclear test explosions.

cB8s

The phrase police say, and its variations, is
another news regular. It's unavoidable in broad-
cast newswriting because attribution is indis-
pensable, but there’s no need always to start the
lead with the obligatory.

WEAK:

Riley County police say a family's
escape from a burning car yesterday
on Highway K-19 was "miraculous."

BETTER:

"Miraculous" is the way one Riley
County police officer described a
family's escape from a burning car
yesterday on Highway K-19.

And there are other run-of-the-mill construc-
tions that are not quite clichés, but are not in-
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triguing either. WIFF in Indiana avoids leads that
start with this dull phrase—*‘Meeting in executive
session this aftemoon in Kendallville . . .”—
because it wastes eight words, says nothing and

is boring.

WEAK:

Assistant Agriculture Secretary Carol
Foreman says the department is
working on an information campaign
that would encourage children to make
the switch to healthier foods.

BETTER:
It'1ll take some doing —— persuading
the nation's kids that a fresh carrot
or a juicy peach is better for them
than a grape popsicle or a double
fudge delight.

KNX, Los Angeles

And how about this insipid lead? It was used
on the air:

This morning the county commissioners
met at their regular weekly meeting
and Sheriff John Parklin started out
the meeting with his report about a
Cambridge County selective traffic
enforcement program.

4. Punch

The lead must contain the most intriguing news
and must be written in the most intriguing possi-
ble style—a style that unleashes the power of the
facts. The lead should have punch.

In broadcast news, the short sentence is king.
Short sentences are easy to read, easy to follow,
powerful. So leads are often most effective when
they are short and sharp:

The Red Cross says that the cost of
blood is too high to give it away
anymore.

KBWD, Texas

At times an incomplete sentence works best:

Robbery by telephone. That's what
someone tried to pull off at the
Seven-Eleven store on West Cook
Street last night.

KSMA, California

The price of gasoline going up this
weekend across the nation.
KGO, San Francisco

And, if there’s irony or paradox in a story, a
well-written lead can get attention by bringing it
out:

About 400 workers at Hammell
Manufacturing Company no longer have
to raise their hands...to go to the
bathroom. The recently imposed rule
requiring the supervisor's permission
to leave the work area was rescinded
yesterday.

KLOL, Houston

One government agency —— the
Environmental Protection Agency ——
has decided to join lawsuits against
another government agency —— the
Tennessee Valley Authority.

Dallas Townsend, CBS

The lead demands a broadcast journalist's
most conversational, most engaging writing:

Maybe...just maybe...your car
insurance rates won't be increased
as much as first thought when the
State Insurance Board began its
latest hearings.

WARU, Indiana

The magazine sales people are here...
and the chamber of commerce and
police agencies say they have been
flooded with complaints.

WGHN, Michigan

Bob Walker of WRVQ-FM in Virginia says a
lead is bad when “‘it could have touched more
people’s lives, been simpler and cleaner, and
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done it all in a five-word, seventh-grade sen-
tence.”

PREPARING

Listeners are easy to confuse. They can be
overwhelmed with a barrage of facts; the key
facts can be slipped by them; and they can be
disoriented by clever but misleading lines. To
avoid this, listeners must be carefully guided into
a story. So leads have a second job. They not
only have to catch listeners’ attention; they must
prepare listeners to receive the facts to come.

1. Soft

In broadcast news too many facts can drive
listeners away. A lead should not come on too
strong. Jerry Godby of WLOG, West Virginia,
suggested this example of one that does:

A 17-year-old Logan resident was
injured yesterday when he attempted
to remove a baseball from a drain
pipe while construction workers were
moving the drain from the boy's
front yard.

That makes sense, but its meaning would be lost
on the air. All the major facts in the story are
hurled at the listeners at once with no prepara-
tion.

ACCEPTABLE:

A Logan teenager was injured
yesterday after chasing a baseball...
into an unlikely place.

Compare this with newspaper style. The tradi-
tional newspaper lead paragraph contains most
of the “‘five Ws”’—who, what, when, where, and
why. While many papers are moving away from
this style, it is still common to find—in the lead to a
story about a demonstration, for example—infor-
mation on who was demonstrating, what they
were doing, where the demonstration took

place, when it took place and why they were
demonstrating:

While the Interior Department held hearings in Fresno
today on a federal government proposal to limit the
size of farms using water from federal reclamation
projects, farmers from across the state staged a parade
to protest the plan.

This is the classic ‘‘hard”’ news lead, and for our
purposes it's too hard—too hard for listeners to
grasp. Broadcast news employs softer leads,
often similar to the leads used in newspaper
features:

The band wore cover—alls and the
"floats'" were more than 100 farm
tractors. The event was a noon-time
parade in Fresno to protest
government efforts to limit the size
of farms using water from federal
reclamation projects.

KNX, Los Angeles

UNACCEPTABLE:

West Lafayette police began issuing
more speeding tickets last night to
protest an ordinance passed Monday by
the City Council that would penalize
them for staging slowdowns.

ACCEPTABLE:
Speeding in West Lafayette may be
risky this morning.

WAZY, Indiana

It's not always necessary to shy this far away
from the basic facts. There is nothing wrong with
building the lead around a hard fact, as long as
the facts are spread out enough to be easily
digestible:

Gerald Ford's been given a clean bill
of health by the Federal Election
Commission.

KGO, San Francisco

The winter cloud-seeding program is
still going...and officials are
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already debating the need for another
program next winter.
KOA, Denver

The five Ws? The complete story should have
all these facts (see Chapter 6, ‘‘Stories”), but
there’s no room for them in the lead. This lead,
used on the air and picked up by one of the
wires, shows what can happen when all five Ws
are stuffed into a broadcast lead. It is too “‘hard’’:

The New Jersey state police
underwater recovery unit is readying
a six—-man search team to bégin
operations at nine o'clock tomorrow
morning in an effort to recover the
body of 20-year-old Fred Morrison

of Oxford.

2. The Set-Up

An old saw in broadcast news says that for a
story to be clear it should tell listeners what it is
going to say—then say it. This is an exaggera-
tion, but listeners need help in concentrating on
the news. It’s often wise to prepare the audience
for what it is about to leam, and that is the lead’s
job. This lead tells listeners what the story is
going to say:

A new development in the South Korean
bribery scandal.
KNX, Los Angeles

Listeners are now ready to find out what the new
development was. The lead has set up that in-
formation.

Not every lead has to be a set-up. Often the
facts are easy enough to grasp by themselves:

Huey Newton is locked up in a
California jail cell this morning. ..
awaiting a murder trial.

WDEE, Detroit

There are two situations, however, where a
set—-up is necessary:

1. Complicated stories When the story is
complicated, the lead should ease listeners into
the intricacies. Here is a story about a tax reform
plan that called for 40 different changes in tax
laws. Instead of attempting to describe the
changes, the lead simply prepares listeners to
hear about them:

During a floor speech today, Senator
Edward Kennedy will outline a tax
reform proposal.

WBBM, Chicago

A more direct lead would have swamped listen-
ers:

Senator Edward Kennedy will introduce
a proposal today to close tax
loopholes, emphasize tax credits and
make more than 40 changes in the

tax laws.

2. “Yes or no”’ stories Compare these two
leads supplied by Chris Gardner of WFMW in
Kentucky. The first has the basic fact:

Former Owensboro policeman James
Stallings has been found guilty of
murdering his wife.

The danger here is that by the time listeners have
focused their attention on the story, the key fact
may be gone; they may miss the verdict. Gard-
ner's second version sets up this fact. It alerts
listeners to listen for the verdict:

After two days of deliberations, a
Hopkins County Circuit Court jury has
finally reached a verdict.

When the news is yes or no, guilty or not
guilty, victory or defeat, listeners usually deserve
a waming that the answer is on its way. Here the
question is who will get to bury a man’s
body—his parents or the motorcycle gang to
which he belonged:

A disagreement over who would get the
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body of that slain member of the
outlaw motorcycle club has been
resolved.

WLOD, Florida

In the next sentence listeners learn that his par-
ents got the body. The lead set up that fact.

3. The Angle

In a broadcast story there's rarely room for more
than one angle or approach to the story. The
lead must announce that angle. It can'’t stray too
far from the point to be made.

The president has announced a new national
water policy which would give matching grants
to states that enact conservation programs. Wa-
ter policy emphasizes conservation—that's the
angle. The lead can’'t wander off into irrelevant
jokes:

President Carter got his feet wet
today.

That is not the story. Nor can the lead flirt with
irrelevant facts:

New electric power dams are being
constructed in many parts of the
country.

This water policy is not primarily about power
dams. The lead has to prepare listeners for the
story; it must introduce the angle of the story:

President Carter has unveiled a new
national water policy...putting the
emphasis on conservation.

Mutual

There are many ways to introduce the angle of
a story, not all of them straightforward:

Strike — the workers say no...the
buses won't go.
WBRG, Virginia

Everybody wants to be a star...and
Attorney General Louis Lefkowitz's

office says there are shady talent
agencies that prey on such aspiring
actors and actresses.

WABC, New York City

The lead doesn’t have to literally state the
angle; it can play off or set up the angle, as in this
July 4th story about the American Revolution:

Sometimes a revolution is a slow
thing...not an overnight smash.
WINS, New York City

Or this about machines capable of performing
household chores on command:

So you thought those robots in the
movie "Sleeper'" were just science
fiction?

WCBS, New York City

But the lead must aim in the direction of the
main point of the story. It must never mislead.

A story about an OPEC conference in Sweden
is going to be about oil and oil prices. Opening
with a comment about Sweden would mislead.
And if the story is about oil prices, the lead
should also stay away from a discussion of the
safety of the oil ministers—that’s another story.
The lead must establish the angle:

0il prices are not on the agenda, but
oil prices are much discussed, at the
OPEC conference now underway in
Sweden.

CcBS

In choosing the lead the writer is looking for
the most newsworthy approach to the story—
and the story will have to conform to the decision
represented by the lead.

TYPES OF LEADS

All leads have the twin responsibilities of beguil-
ing listeners and warming them up for the infor-
mation to follow. As the previous sections have
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discussed, there are numerous ways to accom-
plish this, but there are a few broad categories
into which most leads fall.

1. The Main Point

Most leads are members of this family, and all
leads are at least related, since a lead can never
lose sight of the main point of a story.

An example of this type of lead:

In Albany...there's some hope that
the City University system may be
able to reopen...thanks to a
compromise package of bills which
comes up for a vote today.

WABC, New York City

The main point—a prospective solution to the
financial troubles that have closed the
university—is in the lead. Here’s a lead that finds
a different way to communicate this same point:

The City University may get some cold
cash today...enough to get it open
again.

WABC, New York City

Another station used three different leads for
the same story, in different newscasts; all of them
include the main point:

A collision between a truck and a
skateboard has landed a youngster in
the hospital in fair condition.

A 12-year-old boy ——- whose skateboard
collided with a truck yesterday —— is
hospitalized this morning in fair
condition.

A 12-year-old skateboarder is
hospitalized in fair condition after
he was hit by a truck.

WSOY, lllinois

This type of lead works well when the central
point of the story is dramatic:

A Poughkeepsie man charged with
robbery has escaped from the Dutchess
County Jail.

WWLE, New York

Gary Gilmore was shot to death today
by a Utah firing squad.
WBUR, Boston

Still, there are situations where a main-point
lead doesn’t fit or a writer can do better.

2. Umbrellas

Sometimes a story has more than one main
point. In these cases, a lead is needed that can
cover all the points—an umbrella lead.

For instance, when the Supreme Court an-
nounced a decision on busing there were two
completely different reactions in Boston. Choos-
ing one of the reactions for the lead would leave
it incomplete:

WEAK:

A leader of Boston's anti-busing
protests says the Supreme Court's
decision on school busing leaves the
people without hope.

WEAK:

The president of the N double—A-C-P
in Boston says the Supreme Court's
decision on school busing means that
desegregation is here to stay.

The solution is an umbrella lead setting up both
points of view; however, such a ‘‘dual” lead
can’t merely throw both opinions into one over-
stuffed sentence.

UNACCEPTABLE:

While the president of the

N double-A-C-P in Boston calls the
Supreme Court decision on school
busing a sign that desegregation is
here to stay, a leader of Boston's
anti-busing protests says the
decision leaves the people without
hope.
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The umbrella lead has to simplify as it combines.

BETTER:
Two different reactions today to the
Supreme Court's decision on school
busing.

WOR, New York City

Of course, if one of these reactions stood out as
earthshaking it would be best to fall back on a
simple main-point lead.

Umpbrella leads are not only used when a story
has more than one main point, they can be used
to tie together more than one story. Newswriters
often find themselves with little time and lots of
stories to tell. The solution is often to combine
related stories (see Chapter 6, ‘‘Stories”). An
umbrella lead is usually given much of the re-
sponsibility for pulling the stories together.

Sometimes the lead will simply state what the
stories have in common:

A couple of marijuana stories in
the news...
WINS, New York City

Some very expensive burglaries in
Santa Maria over the weekend.
KSMA, California

The secret to writing any kind of umbrella lead
is to find the common thread that can tie the
points, or the stories, together. This one is easy—
two Supreme Court decisions:

The Supreme Court has said yes to
lawyers and no to abortions.
WFFV, Virginia

Sometimes stories can be tied together by
their obvious contrasts:

While the governor is in Washington
to talk with the president about farm
prices, commodity prices dropped in
Chicago.

KCUE, Minnesota

Gasoline rationing and oil import
quotas are under study in the White
House, but in Detroit they're saying
our love affair with the big car
hasn't cooled.

WSOY, lllinois

If there isn’t a common theme for an umbrella
lead to exploit, the stories don’t belong together.

3. Delays

Sometimes it's better not to jump right into a
story, but to delay the main point and take an-
other tack. One method: begin at the chronolog-
ical beginning of the story:

It started raining in Johnstown,
Pennsylvania, at ten o'clock last
night. By the time it stopped...
eight hours later...there was a
waist-high torrent in the city.

WMAL, Washington, D.C.

This is especially effective with feature stories:

Six years ago, Larry Cox of San Diego
was denied admission to a sailing
class because he's blind. But Cox
was determined to learn to sail,
as he had conquered water skiing.
KNX, Los Angeles

just

Another type of delayed lead steps back from
the breaking events and puts them in perspec-
tive:

Congressman Thomas Downey, the young
liberal Democrat from Long Island,
considers himself a good friend 'of
Israel.

WSOQOY, lllinois

This has been a bad day for boaters.
WABC, New York City

Essentially these delayed leads are exaggerated
set-ups. They may add a touch of drama to a
story by building anticipation, but if overused
they just waste time and sound pretentious.
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UNACCEPTABLE:

Teenage vandalism remains a major
problem in our society.

ACCEPTABLE:
A young man jumped from an overpass
onto a transit authority train in

Brooklyn tonight.
WABC, New York City

And delayed leads must still point toward the
main point of the story. They must introduce the
angle of the story or else they are misleading. A
story about defense witnesses at a major trial
should not start with a discussion of the prosecu-
tion.

UNACCEPTABLE:

Some questions about prosecution
strategy at the Mandel corruption
trial.

ACCEPTABLE:
More defense testimony at the Mandel
corruption trial.

WMAL, Washington, D.C.

4. Statements

"I have sent a letter to the
secretary of state announcing my
resignation as President of the
United States." The words of
Richard Nixon resigning the
presidency tonight.

WBUR, Boston

Sometimes a statement by a newsmaker is so
powerful that it is a ready-made lead in itself. It's
rare. Statements that aren’t on tape are too often
confusing and usually the writer can develop a
more efficient lead (see Chapter 4, ‘Sen-
tences”). But if a statement is unusually compel-
ling, take advantage of it:

"All I could think of was that I was
going to hit bottom and die —— but
the bottom never came." Two days
after she fell five stories down an

air shaft, Linda Dalianis,
much better and relieved.
WJDA, Massachusetts

feeling

It's not necessary that the statement be a direct
quote:

Adolf Hitler had sinus trouble and
only four of his own teeth. That
according to an X-ray of the
dictator’'s head sold at an auction
Thursday night for 375 dollars.

UPI

Statement leads don’t include attribution in
the first sentence—all the responsibility for ex-
plaining who is being quoted and what is going
on falls on the second sentence:

"I will lead the fight against the
neutron bomb!" Fourth District
Congressman Jim Weaver made that

statement today as he addressed a

local Democratic club.

KPNW, Oregon

There are a number of different phrasings that
enable the second sentence to carry out this
responsibility:

Those were the words of Fourth
District Congressman Jim Weaver.

The words of Fourth District
Congressman Jim Weaver.

That's the way Fourth District
Congressman Jim Weaver kicked off his
speech. ...

Fourth District Congressman Jim
Weaver...speaking to....

At least that's what Fourth District
Congressman Jim Weaver told....

Never leave the listener confused about whose
words those were.

Remember, statement leads should be re-
served for particularly powerful statements:
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"He's an S-0-B!"™ That was President
Truman's reaction to the critic who
attacked the singing of his daughter
Margaret.

WSQY, lllinois

Most quotes are not strong enough to justify such
special treatment. This statement lead, built
around a standard piece of political rhetoric, was
used on the air:

"It's time to turn the city
around...." That's the word from
Democratic mayoral hopeful George
Loeb.

And if a statement is too unusual and shocking,
a statement lead can cause more serious prob-
lems:

UNACCEPTABLE:

"Nuclear war with the Soviet Union

is unavoidable within the next three
years!" That's the feeling of one

of the demonstrators protesting the
SALT treaty outside the Capitol today.

A nervous listener's heartbeat might speed up
considerably before that gloomy prediction is at-
tributed in the second sentence. Never lead with
a startling statement. Listeners deserve advance
warning. They must at least be told who is talking
beforehand.

ACCEPTABLE:

Demonstrators protesting the SALT
treaty with the Soviet Union are
marching outside the Capitol today...
some of them calling war with Russia
unavoidable within the next three
years.

5. Questions

Questions perform the set-up function superbly:

Should a man be executed for rape?
WBUR, Boston

Ask that question and listeners are automatically
prepared for the “answer’—a Supreme Court
decision. This lead gets listeners rea@y to hear
about an announcement from General Motors:

How much will that new car cost? G-M
had at least part of the answer today.
WSQY, lllinois

Question leads also can bring out the irony in
a story:

When was the last time you got a

13—-thousand dollar a year raise?

Well, your congressman did today.
WVOk Alabama

Lightning never strikes twice,| right?
WRVQ, Virginia

But there are two serious drawbacks to ques-
tion leads. First, they sound too much hke com-
mercials, which most newscasters also' read:

Ad:  Which pain reliever do four out of five doctors
recommend?

Lead: What's the result of the latest study on
cigarettes?

Newswriters prefer to maximize the djfference
between their copy and advertising.

The second problem with question|leads is
more profound. Many newswriters avoxd them
because they believe journalists are in the busi-
ness of telling, not asking, and that the news
should be composed of answers, not questions.
Still, there are situations where question leads
efficiently direct listeners to information,‘ usually
by reflecting a question actually on the minds of
the newsmakers and listeners alike:

Does the city of Merrill need a
ordinance to control business signs?
WSAU, Wisconsin

But these leads should be used sparingly, and
they should never be used as guessing games or
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to rub in the fact that journalists know something
listeners don’t know.

UNACCEPTABLE:

Did you know your gas bill may be
going down?

ACCEPTABLE:

Your gas bill may be going down if
the Senate has its way today.
WZZM-FM, Michigan

6. Humor

The news is generally so grim that occasional
moments of levity, when appropriate, are wel-
come. The lead is a good place for humor be-
cause humor is an attention-getter. Often a clev-
erly worded lead can tease listeners into concen-
trating on the story. This is what one station did
with a Girl Scout convention:

Altos is being invaded by little
green people today.
KWHW, Oklahoma

Good writers look for humor. You don’t have
to be Woody Allen to write a light lead. The trick
is to think, mull the words over, look for puns or
phrases to twist:

Abuse of the litter control program

may result in the program itself

being tossed out of the city budget.
KGM!I, Washington

Industry and some cities are
pressuring Congress to water down the
clean water act of 1972.

WNOR-FM, Virginia

SUMMARY

Unlike a Johnny Carson monologue, where a
bad line can get as big a response as a clever line,
a bad joke in broadcast news is a disaster. It's
embarrassing and demeaning to the station’s
news operation. If a pun or witticism may not
work, leave it out. And never force a joke into a
story it doesn't fit:

UNACCEPTABLE

The ball was in the other court
today. The trial of the hockey
player accused of assault during a
game continues.

First problem: hockey is played with a puck, not
a ball; on a ring, not a court. And no ‘“‘other
court” is involved—the trial is merely continuing.

Never tack a funny lead onto a sad story. A
major network once began a story on the death
of an actress with this horrible lead:

Rosalind Russell's performances will
endure, but she won't.

No humor in obituaries, disasters, serious crime,
accidents . . . or even injuries to pets. There are a
lot of people listening. Humor can’t be allowed
to insult or offend. Here is a story about the sec-
ond suicide in a jail in three months:

You've heard of a hanging judge?
Well, Sarasota County has a hanging
jail.

WSPB, Florida

Apparently the sheriff was listening, and accord-
ing to news director Stan Zimmerman, the sheriff
saw this as an example of inappropriate use of
humor in alead.

Newswriters must remember that listeners have
other things on their minds. For a news story to
work, it has to get those listeners paying attention

and then carefully point the way to what is
newsworthy in that story. Most of the responsi-
bility for this falls on the lead.
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PRACTICE ASSIGNMENTS

A.

Write a lead for each of the following five stories,

based on the facts given.

1.
1.

2.

10.

11.

12.

The Department of Labor released last month’s
consumer price index this morning.

Nationwide, prices on the items measured in the
list were up .5%.

. The previous month’s increase was .6%; the

month before that—.4%.

. In the metropolitan area, the consumer price index

was up by 1% last month, according to the De-
partment of Labor.

The Department of Labor said that that is the larg-
est increase in the index in the metropolitan area in
18 months.

The Department of Labor said increased food costs
were primarily responsible for the increase in the
metropolitan area.

. The state attorney general, Louis Stoppard, held

anews conferenceat 11 a.m.

. Stoppard announced some changes in his staff.
. Staff lawyer Howard Conway will become assis-

tant attorney general for criminal affairs.

. Conway has worked in the state attorney gener-

al’s office for two years.
Conway graduated from Harvard Law School in
1978.

. Stoppard: ‘‘Howard Conway is a first-rate lawyer,

and I'm confident he’ll do a first-rate job.”

. The present assistant attorney general for criminal

affairs, Robert O’'Brien, will leave that position in
two weeks, Stoppard announced.

. O'Brien has been an assistant attorney general for

five years.

O’Brien’s brother Albert was indicted two weeks
ago for conspiring to fix milk prices.

News reports over the last two weeks have ques-
tioned whether the attorney general’s office had
tried to cover up the alleged milk price fixing plan.
Robert O’'Brien’s name had been mentioned fre-
quently in connection with the alleged coverup.
Stoppard: “Robert O'Brien is resigning to return
to private practice. We are sorry to lose him, and
we want to emphasize that his departure has
nothing to do with scurrilous accusations in the
news media over recent weeks.”’

~N O

10.

—

4.

5.

A spokesman for Japanese Motors announced
today that the company will be closing two fac-
tories in the United States.

The spokesman cited high labor costs as the pri-
mary reason for the shutdown.

According to the spokesman, Japanese Motors
plans to retain its other two U.S. plants—in To-
ledo, Ohio, and Austin, Texas.

The remainder of the company’s automobile
production, the spokesman said, will return to Ja-
pan.

. The factories to be closed are in Tulsa, Okla-

homa, and here in the city.

. The Tulsa plant employs 6,000 employees.
. The Japanese Motors factory here employs 4,000

people.

. Japanese Motors is the second largest employer

in this city.

. The two factories will be closed on the first of the

year. l

The company spokesman said there are no plans
_ for placing any of the laid-off employees at other

plants.

A 15-foot boat capsized in rough waters off Point
Lookout yesterday evening.

. Two men—Terry Reston, 23, and Will Bendix, 25—

were in the boat,

The men said offshore winds increased wave
heights and capsized their boat.

The men were picked up by a Coast Guard boat
after an hour in the water.

Both were hospitalized for observation, but the
hospital lists their condition today as good.

The men say they were hunting sharks about 200
yards offshore.

The City Council met last night in executive ses-
sion.

Last week’s minutes were approved.

The Council approved, by a vote of 11-0, a plan
to send flowers to Mayor Cheryl Boutin’s hus-
band George, who is in Hasbrook Hospital.
The Council approved, by a vote of 11-0, the
Housing Commission’s budget request. |

The Housing Commission asked for $4,000 for the
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10.

second half of the fiscal year—the same amount
as it spent in the first half.

. The Council approved, by a vote of 8-3, a plan to

make three downtown avenues—Merchant
Street, South Street and Reed Avenue—one-
way.

Merchant and Reed will go north; South
Street—south.

. Councilman Walter McCreary, who proposed the

plan, said it will ease traffic congestion in the
downtown area.

. Councilwoman Martha Rigoli said the plan will

inconvenience residents and hurt business
downtown.
The plan called for police to begin changing traffic

signs and rerouting traffic today.

B. Rewrite the following leads to make them more
effective.

L.

After negotiations with the School Board broke
off, local teachers voted yesterday evening to
begin striking the city's schools this morning.

A two-car accident at the corner of Fourth Street
and Blaine Avenue this morning killed Elliot Ford,
alawyer from Hillsdale, and Lieutenant Governor
Richard Cobum of East Orange.

The president’s national security advisor, Fred-
erick Adams, left for Israel yesterday to discuss
the latest Mid-East proposals with Israeli leaders
today.

Fourteen-year-old Jeremy Sikes, from Alabama,
was killed at 9 this morning when the car his
mother, Margaret Sikes, was driving hit a tele-
phone pole on East Brunswick Street.

Police Officer Paul Adler said this morning that
Joseph’s Hardware Incorporated, of 309 Straight
Street, lost $500 to burglars between 3 and 4 this
morning.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

. Today a parade in honor of the city's victorious

high school football team is scheduled for Broad-
way.

. Meeting in its regular weekly session at City Hall

today, the City Council debated the future of the
Harris Housing Project.

A group of over 100 chanting demonstrators,
opposed to a plan to raise rents at a govern-
ment-owned housing project on the West Side,
marched in front of Housing Commissioner Frank
Stern’s office this aftemoon.

. State Senator Mary Ruggles introduced a bill

today which would ban discrimination against
homosexuals in jobs and housing, repeal state
laws making homosexual behavior among con-
senting adults a crime and insure homosexuals
the right to maintain custody of their children.
Sunlight streamed through the window of the
courtroom as the jury returned from its delibera-
tions in the case of the teacher suspended for
spanking a student.

A fire in Newtown left three families homeless
tonight and one fireman in the hospital suffering
from smoke inhalation, while in Summerset—two
families lost their homes to a fire that took firemen
three hours to control.

“[ will do my best to represent the people of this
district in Congress.” Those words from newly-
elected Congresswoman Elizabeth Franks today
as she began preparing to move from the state
legislature to Washington.

Do you know how much the consumer price
index rose this month? Three tenths of one
percent—the smallest increase in six months.
The chips were down for a gambling operation in
Marketville. Police raided the place for the second
time in a week this moring.
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6

STORIES

The New York Times’s story about a survey of
public attitudes toward the New York Stock Ex-
change used 508 words. The Mutual Information
Radio Network reported on the same survey in
67 words. The Times employed 21 long sen-
tences to communicate all the information.
Mutual had to make do with four short sen-
tences:

The chairman of the New York Stock
Exchange wanted to find out why five
and a half million investors had
deserted the market since 1970.
after a study, he knows. Small
investors are so worried about
inflation that they won't take a
chance on investments with any more
than a small risk....Instead, they
put money in savings accounts and
certificates...life insurance and
real estate.

Now,

A 441-word handicap is par for the course in
broadcast news. Many more words can be fit on
a page of newsprint than in a 5-, 10-, or even a
20-minute newscast. Walter Cronkite points out
that all the words used in his half-hour CBS

Evening News would fill only two-thirds of the
front page of the New York Times.

This is the challenge of broadcast newswriting.
Broadcast stories must report on some of the
most important goings-on in the world in a hand-
ful of short sentences. This chapter explains how
that trick is performed.

EFFICIENCY

Tight is a word heard often in broadcast news-
rooms—‘Write it tight!” It's clear why:
There isn’t room in a broadcast story for any-
thing that doesn’t move the story forward. Every
sentence must serve a purpose and must ac-
complish that purpose efficiently . . . no extrane-
ous information, no wandering, no loose ends,
tight.

1. Length

How long should a broadcast story be? It would
be nice to be able to give a simple answer such
as, “Long enough to tell the story.” But it isn’t
that neat. Consider this example: NBC has
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A newsroom at CBS in New York. (CBS News Photo)

S5-minute newcasts on the hour, but after
commercials are subtracted, that ieaves them
only 3% minutes for news. Much of that time
is usually devoted to the top twe or three stories,
which include taped reports. The other three or
four stories considered newsworthy at that heur
must split the remaining minute or less. So how
long should a story on the secretary of state’s
speech on underdeveloped nations be? Fifteen
seconds. That's all the time left for it. Were this
story any longer, another story would have to be
cut:

Secretary of State Vance is at the
economic¢ meeting in Paris...he told
leaders of underdeveloped countries

that the U-S is willing to play an
active role in rarrowing the gap
between rich and poor nations...but
that industrialized nations cannot
be expected to do it all.

Steve Porter, NBC

The length of most broadcast stories is deter-
mined, in large part, by the length of the news-
cast and the demands of competing stories.
There is some flexibility, but if a story needs an
extra sentence, the extra seconds will require
cutting a few words somewhere else.

How short can a broadcast story be? It is hard
to say much about anything in less than 10 sec-
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onds. Can you think of a shorter way to write this
10-second story?

Three of the nation's largest tire
companies will raise prices next
month. Goodyear...Firestone...and
Goodrich...plan increases of between
three and six percent.

WDEE, Detroit

And the maximum length? That's tougher. Some
FM stations will go on for pages, but most news
directors believe that a story without tape gets
dull after 45 seconds. Actually, it’s rare for a story
without tape to run more than 35 seconds. The
average broadcast story, to the extent that it's
possible to generalize for thousands of stations,
would be 20 to 25 seconds long—that leaves
time for four or five sentences; 55 to 70 words.
Time is tight. Stories must be tight.

2. Form

Most newspaper stories peter out. They use the
inverted pyramid style—important information
first and less important information as they ap-
proach the end. This is great for skimming a page,
but how can a listener skim a newscast?

In conversation, stories don’t generally decline
in interest. In fact, they often build to a punch
line or climax. The same is true of broadcast
news. Forget the inverted pyramid. The broad-
cast newswriter must sustain the information
level throughout a story. There’s no time for the
less newsworthy material they add on to the end
of a newspaper story, anyway. There is no drop
in the information level here:

A rather unusual march scheduled for
Atlanta tomorrow....It's billed as
Atlanta's first annual Marijuana
March and Smoke—In. Pro-marijuana
demonstrators will rally at Hurt Park
and then march to the steps of the
capital... .. Mayor Jackson's office
warns that the protestors had better
leave their marijuana cigarettes at
home or be prepared to go to jail.
WSB, Atlanta

Broadcast news stories have to keep up the lis-
tener’s interest in the information—they can’t be
allowed to sag or fade.

3. Supporting the Lead

The lead has responsibilities to the story—it must
interest the listener in the story and direct the lis-
tener toward the heart of the story. But the story
also has responsibilities to the lead. All the prom-
ises made in the lead must be delivered in the
story. The story must include the information
that supports the claims made by the lead.

Some leads are nearly self-sufficient. They
make their point:

President Carter has signed
legislation to exempt members of
Congress living in Maryland from
paying state income taxes.

The rest of the story need only expand on the
point or add additional information:

Acting Governor Blair Lee had asked
Carter to veto the bill. Virginia
and D-C long have exempted members of
Congress from paying local taxes.
WMAL, Washington, D.C.

But other leads can’t stand on their own and re-
quire more support from their stories:

It was the forces of sweetness and
light...versus the rowdies at Yankee
Stadium last night.

The story that follows has to explain this celestial
battle, and it has to justify the use of such
charged terms:

Police say a couple of dozen
incidents erupted in the ballpark
bleachers last night when street
gangs and opponents of the
Unification Church romped through
corridors and started fights. Nine
people were arrested. 35-thousand
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people came to see the million-dollar
extravaganza with the New York
Symphony and Korean Folk Ballet.
When the Reverend Moon began to speak,
however, many of the people began to
leave. Moon is revered by his
thousands of followers...but damned
by some parents who believe his
methods of conversion include
brainwashing.

WABC, New York City

The rowdies are certainly there, and Reverend
Moon and his followers pass for the forces of
sweetness and light—albeit with tongue in
cheek. The story explains and supports the lead.

UNACCEPTABLE:

The fate of Loring Air Base in Maine
could be decided today. Residents
are dead-set against the closing of
the base...as is Maine Senator Bill
Hathaway. He says Loring is the
closest SAC base to the Soviet
Union...and that makes it more
important than ever.

The lead here states that a decision on the base is
imminent. But the body of the story gives no
evidence to support that claim. There is room in
the story for the opinions of the residents and the
senator, but there needs to be a sentence that at
least tells listeners what event justifies the sup-
position that a decision could come today.

ACCEPTABLE:

The fate of Loring Air Base in Maine
could be decided today. Public
hearings are going on up there now on
the closing of the base. Residents
are dead-set against it...as is Maine
Senator Bill Hathaway. He says
Loring is the closest SAC base to the
Soviet Union...and that makes it

more important than ever.

There’s only one chance to choose the angle
of a story—in the lead. So, the body of the story

also must support that decision on what to em-
phasize.

UNACCEPTABLE:

Several letter bombs were found in
Manhattan today...F-B-I experts note
that the letter bomb has been a
favorite weapon of terrorist groups
since World War II. Recent
developments in explosives technology
have made them even more dangerous —-—
a letter bomb using the latest
plastic explosives can be hidden in

a letter no more than a few inches
thick.

Interesting, but the lead promises a story about
the letter bombs found in Manhattan today—the
story doesn’t deliver.

ACCEPTABLE:
Several letter bombs were found in
Manhattan today...One of them
exploded in the offices of the
Merrill Lynch brokerage firm at One
Liberty Place...Four women were
slightly injured. The other bombs
were deactivated without incident.
WMCA, New York City

Incidentally, since the lead mentions several let-
ter bombs, this story needed the last sentence to
account for all of them and support its lead.

It's a mistake in broadcast news writing to let
the lead get too far ahead of the story. It's also a
mistake for the story to lag too far behind the
lead. The lead blazes the trail; the story must
follow along in that same direction.

4. Information Selection

Fortunately, broadcast newswriters are almost
never in the position of having to pad a story.
There's usually an abundance of information to
choose from. Unfortunately, however, broadcast
newswriters must often leave out newsworthy in-
formation.

By the time a story has been gathered in the
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newsroom it's usually full of facts. There is the
name of the victim, the time his body was found,
how it was found, the clothes he was wearing,
the location of the body, the date he was re-
ported missing, the town he’s from, information
on his family, the apparent cause of death, in-
formation about the autopsy, the names of the
person who found him and the person who will
perform the autopsy, statistics on the number of
people who have died in this area in the past
year, etc. And this isn’'t even a particularly im-
portant story. There’s time in the newscast for
maybe 15 to 20 seconds on it. What to include?
Before beginning, you must brace yourself. A
newswriter has to be ruthless with facts. When
you have only 15 or 20 seconds, you have no
time for any but the most pressing facts. The rest,
no matter how difficult they were to uncover or
how much they seemed to excite the police,
must simply be cut—listeners will never hear
them.

The Humbolt County Coroner's Office
says a man found dead near French's
Resort apparently died of natural
causes. The Oakland man was found
dead in his sleeping bag..... after
being reported missing. The
Coroner's Office says an autopsy is
being performed this afternoon.....
KRED, California

Nothing on his family, no statistics, not even his
name.

And here are 13 seconds taken from the mass
of information available on a proposal for a new
national water policy:

President Carter has unveiled a new
national water policy...putting the
emphasis on conservation...asking
Congress for 25-million dollars for
matching grants to states that enact
conservation programs.

Mutual

Obviously this is where broadcast news gets its
reputation for superficiality. There’s a limit to the

depth a writer can reach in 15 seconds. Still, if
those seconds are used efficiently, listeners can
be presented with the heart of a story. Many of
the extra facts a newspaper can present are rela-
tively trivial.

The broadcast newswriter must choose the
facts that mean the most. Two guidelines:

1. Points How many points can be com-
municated in a broadcast news story? There is
the main point—either established or indicated
by the lead. Then there are the facts which sup-
port that main point. Beyond that it usually is dif-
ficult to make more than one or perhaps two
other major points in an average length broad-
cast story.
The main point:

The man who pioneered the coronary
by-pass operation takes issue with
those who say the surgical technique
may be of little value. |

Supporting facts:

Doctor Michael DeBakey has told a
Houston news conference a Veterans
Administration study on the procedure
is preliminary and limited.

Other point (the other side of the argument):
The V-A report claims non-surgical
treatment of heart patients can
usually achieve the same results as

the coronary by-pass operation.
KNX, Los Angeles

Another example. Main point:
The first attempt to add the heart
of a baboon to the heart of a human
has ended with the patient's death.

Supporting facts:

Transplant pioneer Doctor Christiaan
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Barnard said the 26-year—old woman
would have died without a transplant,
and no human heart was available.

Other point:

Barnard told a news conference that
he will try to use the heart of a
chimpanzee next time.

WNDE, Indianapolis

Most stories won't fit this pattemn exactly—there
are many different ways to write a story. But this
does demonstrate how few points can be made
in the average broadcast story. No matter how
the story is written, it is difficult to make more
than two or three points.

Since there may be many possible points to
make about a story, one of the newswriter’s first
decisions is which of these to include and which
to eliminate. That determination is based on
newsworthiness. In the story about the heart
transplant, the facts that it was the first attempt to
add a baboon’s heart and that it ended unsuc-
cessfully were the most newsworthy and there-
fore deserving of a place in the lead (see Chapter
5, “Leads”). The decision on what other point to
include in the story must be based on the same
standards: importance, interest, the unusual,
controversy, timeliness and proximity. Barnard's
statement that he intends to try a chimpanzee’s
heart next time is unusual and interesting. It is
more newsworthy than the name of the woman
who died or the specifics of the operation.

There is certainly an element of subjectivity in
these decisions. Different newswriters may play a
story differently, and one newswriter may select
different points when writing different versions of
a story (see Chapter 13 “‘Newscasts’’). But, there
are moves that most newswriters would label as
errors. For example, if somebody dies and the
story dwells on the injured—that's a mistake in
news judgment. If an attempt was made on the
life of the president and the story talks about the
speech he made before the assassination at-
tempt—that's also choosing the wrong point.

Sometimes it takes so much effort to get a
piece of information that it's easy to develop an
attachment to it. This affection for a point can
obscure news judgement. So newswriters must
fight such romantic feelings. The audience
doesn’t care whether information took two hours
and thirty phone calls to get. Since they're just
going to hear a couple of points, they want them
to be the most newsworthy.

2. The basics Listeners have certain basic
questions about a story. The newswriter must
include the answers. Here it's not a matter of
selecting the points that stand out; it's a matter of
filling in all the holes with facts.

What are the basic questions about a story?
Who? What? When? Where? and Why? Here'’s
where these five fit into broadcast news. The
story should answer most of these questions. For
instance, the answer to all five Ws in 15 seconds:

One person was killed by the storms
that hit Illinois yesterday. He was
a construction worker in the Kankakee
area — who was crushed when an
unfinished house collapsed. Seven
tornadoes struck the state yesterday.

WSOY, Illinois

How specific the answers to the five Ws get
depends on the time available and the audience.
In smaller towns in a local story listeners want to
know exactly who it was, where the person lived
and perhaps even what time of day it happened.
They may know the person and the place and
may have been nearby at that very hour. In
larger cities, however, these details lose signifi-
cance and can be sacrificed for time consid-
erations. And, in out-of-town stories, laborious
details should be actively avoided. It's enough to
say, ‘A construction worker . . . in the Kankakee
area . . . yesterday.”

But whether or not the answers are detailed,
listeners should not be left with major questions
about the basic facts of a story. What’s missing
here?
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UNACCEPTABLE:

Passenger aircraft at northern
Virginia's National and Dulles
airports are once again being sprayed
with D-D-T before leaving on flights
to California. The pesticide, which
may cause cancer, has been banned

for years by the Environmental
Protection Agency, and airline
employees did not want to have to
begin using it again. But the
Department of Agriculture says the
concentration of D-D-T is too low to
cause trouble. The pesticide remains
the strongest tool available to
control destructive bugs.

Why? Why spray planes? And why only planes
to California? The last sentence can be sacrificed
in favor of a sentence that provides this basic
fact.

ACCEPTABLE:

Passenger aircraft at northern
Virginia's National and Dulles
airports are once again being sprayed
with D-D-T before leaving on flights
to California. The pesticide, which
may cause cancer, has been banned for
years by the Environmental Protection
Agency, and airline employees did
not want to begin using it again.
But the Department of Agriculture
says the concentration of D-D-T is
too low to cause trouble. The spray
is being used to prevent East Coast
Japanese beetles from reaching
California and destroying crops.

WRVQ, Virginia

So there are two considerations in selecting
the information to include in a story: What are the
two or three most newsworthy points? And what
basic facts must be provided?

Here is a list of facts from a story supplied by
the Associated Press:

1. Italian feminists with support ranging from the
Communist Party on the left to the Liberal Party
on the right wanted abortion legalized in Italy.

2. A law legalizing abortion was enacted two weeks
ago.

3. It's one of the most liberal abortion laws in
western Europe—permitting free abortions on
demand for women over 18 in the first 90 days of
pregnancy.

4. The measure was denounced by the Catholic
Church.

5. Under the law doctors who don’t want to perform
abortions for moral or religious reasons may sign
up as ‘‘conscientious objectors.”’

6. The doctors have 30 days to apply for objector
status.

7. Scores of doctors are registering as conscientious
objectors.

8. The Rome Medical Association predicts that 90
percent of the doctors in the metropolitan area
will eventually register. '

9. The abortion law took effect today.

10. It still faces the possibility of a repeal refellfendum.

A newswriter for Mutual worked from a similar
collection of information. Mutual had 20 seconds
on the story. Most of the points from the AP story
were not particularly newsworthy because they
were not timely. The law had been passed weeks
before . . . Mutual could not just recap that story.
The timely and newsworthy elements are the law
taking effect and a new development—the doc-
tors counting themselves out. Mutual’s writer
decided that no other points were compelling
enough to squeeze in. The basic facts were filled
in, and this was the story: ,
The new Italian law permitting
abortion on demand went into effect
today. But women seeking the
operation may still have trouble.

The law allows doctors to register as
conscientious objectors —— and not be
required to perform abortions. Many
are doing so in predominately Roman
Catholic Italy.

Mutual
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5. Making Sense

The information that does pass muster is still
worthless if its meaning is not communicated
clearly.

A writer obtains some important but confus-
ing information. Why did the mayor say this?
What does it mean for the town? Who'll benefit?
And what does “‘tax abatement”” mean, anyway?
Such befuddlement should start red lights flash-
ing. Stop! Do not write anything. A writer should
never write a story before figuring out what it's
about. Unfortunately, that is done all too often.
The mayor’s words will be dropped into the story
undeciphered, to confuse listeners as they con-
fused the writer. If the writer doesn’t understand
the story, it is unlikely listeners will.

The correct move? Reaching for the phone
and calling half the government, if necessary, to
find out what the mayor’s proposal means. The
next story this writer handles on tax relief will be
easier.

There’s another way newswriters can go
wrong. Sometimes a story is so obvious to them
that they forget it still must be explained to their
listeners.

Newsrooms are inhabited by news experts.
They spend their working hours studying current

speed. Try to ride this roller coaster of a story. It
was used on the air:

A letter will be mailed today to the
governor petitioning him to make two
appointments to the Hightown City
Council, following the recall of the
mayor and another councilman last
week. Only two of the five members
are officially on the governing body,
and no business may be conducted
until the temporary appointments.
Anyone from the second or third wards
should submit his or her names by May
eleventh to the office of the city
clerk. The last Council session
could not be held due to a lack of a
quorum. Consequently the seasonal
and overtime payrolls are in limbo
until the council is back in action.

While typing this up, some guilty writer was
probably mumbling, ‘‘They’ll get the idea.”
That's the weak writer’s justification for every
phrase, sentence or story that didn’t turn out
quite right: “They'll understand.” But in these
short, ephemeral stories, most listeners won'’t
understand.
How to make sense:

events. Most of the stories they will deal with are 1. Apportion facts. It's always better to clearly
stories they have been following for days or communicate a couple of facts than to do an
years, or stories that are similar to the stories incomplete job on a bunch of facts. So, it's
they've done for years. A writer facing the fifth foolish to include too many. A fact shouldn’t
story of the day on a successful flight to Mars can be in the story unless there’s time to make it
easily forget that most listeners didn’t hear the clear.

other four, that listeners have not been privy to In the above example, it's best to forget the
all the wire copy on the Mars mission and that plea for volunteers for appointment to the
they haven’t been on the phone all day with Council seats. Second and third ward would-
local scientists and professors who are comment- be politicians will have to find out somewhere
ing on it. It is easy to forget that what makes else. There isn’t time to explain the procedure
sense to the writer may not make sense to the lis- fully here, and this hazy reference just serves
teners. Retro-rockets, orbiters and the first pic- to make the entire story foggier. The deadline
ture sent back cannot just be tossed hastily into a date and the fact that the appointments are
story. Writers must slow down and make sure temporary can also be omitted. The extra
they are being clear. time must be used to clarify the central points.

Stories start losing listeners as they pick up Dense writing isn’t efficient.
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2. Explain. Clarify anything that might possibly
confuse. This story mentions two Council
vacancies, but then says only two of the five
council members are now ‘“official.” What
happened to the others? And, what does
“official” mean here? These are loose ends.
No loose ends are allowed. Also, what's
meant by ‘‘governing body”? And, whose
“seasonal and overtime payrolls” are being
discussed?

3. One idea at a time. The story discusses dis-
ruptions in the Council’s business in the sec-
ond sentence, then gets back to the subject
again in the fourth and fifth sentences. But,
listeners’ minds function best when they're
presented with one idea at a time. When ev-
erything that has to be said about disruptions
is said, then the story can move on.

A slower and clearer version of the same story:

This is the procedure: A letter will
be mailed to the governor today. It
will petition him to fill the two
vacancies on the Hightown City
Council. Those vacancies were
created when the mayor and another
councilman were recalled by the
voters last week. Since another
council member is out sick, that left
only two of the five councilmen at
the last session. That's not a
quorum —— meeting cancelled. So,
such Council business as approving
city workers' seasonal and overtime
payrolls may have to wait until the
governor gets the official letter.
and appoints the two new people.

Even the cleverest phrasings and the most in-
teresting stories are a waste of air time if they
don’t make sense to listeners.

FLOW

Like a play or a poem or a piece of music, a
broadcast story’s construction must satisfy cer-
tain aesthetic imperatives. The news doesn’t

have to be pretty or showy, but it has to move
gracefully. A story should flow from the first sen-
tence to the last, not just because that makes it
more attractive. It should flow because that will
help it convey meaning most effectively.

1. Organization

Broadcast stories are not constructed from
blueprints. They are so brief that writers rarely
even resort to an outline. Byt there are a few
principles that can guide the sentences into place
and make for a smoother, more understandable
story:

1. Related ideas The facts should be laid
out in the order that takes best advantag'e of their
natural connections. The goal is to mlmlmlze the
cracks between thoughts in a story by f1tt1ng the
pieces of the puzzle together properly—m other

words, proceeding from idea to related idea.

WEAK:

Those Japanese fishermen who threw
back the carcass of a supposed sea
monster are now wishing they hahn't.
Russian scientific vessels are on
their way to the area off New Zealand
where the creature was caught and
photographed. The Japanese trawler's
owners have suddenly become aware
that one smelly prehistoric beaét is
worth more than a whole fleet load

of fresh tuna. Scientists used:to
think that particular species had
been extinct for millions of years.
Now they're not so sure.

Sentences are not interchangeable. The lead
here flows naturally into the discussion of the
trawler owners’ sudden awareness. Following it
with the sentence about the Russian jvessels
needlessly interrupts the natural progression of
thoughts.

BETTER:

Those Japanese fishermen who threw

back the carcass of a supposed sea
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monster are now wishing they hadn't.

The trawler's owners have suddenly

become aware that one smelly

prehistoric beast is worth more than

a whole fleet load of fresh tuna.

Russian scientific vessels are on

their way to the area off New

Zealand where the creature was

caught and photographed. Scientists

used to think that particular

species had been extinct for millions

of years. Now they're not so sure.
WNOR, Virginia

WEAK:

Maryland Governor Marvin Mandel may
take the stand today at his Baltimore
Federal Court trial. Mandel's
defense attorney says that the
governor may be called. The first
witness today is former House

Speaker Thomas Hunter Lowe. Federal
Judge Robert Taylor already has
agreed to a limited schedule for the
ailing governor's testimony...no more
than three—and-a-half hours on the
stand on any day.

The fact that the governor may be called is con-
nected more directly to the limit in the time he’ll
be on the stand, than it is to Lowe. That direct
connection must be exploited.

BETTER:

Maryland Governor Marvin Mandel may
take the stand today at his Baltimore
Federal Court trial.
attorney says that the governor may
be called. Federal Judge Robert

Mandel's defense

Taylor already has agreed to a limited

schedule for the ailing governor...
no more than three-and-a-half hours
any day. The first witness today is
former House Speaker Thomas Hunter
Lowe.

WMAL, Washington, D.C.

2. Sequence Many elements in stories can
be organized chronologically— earlier event, then
later event, then still later event.

At a quarter to two yesterday Jersey
City police got a call on the
emergency line from a woman who they
say was hysterical...In a heavy
Spanish accent she seemed to be
talking about her child getting hurt
..his head then she hung up
without giving an address. She
called back in about five minutes and
this time the officers were able to
get the address...but they say it is
doubtful if the extra time made any
great difference. The injured boy,
three-year-old Angel Sepulvada, had
been shot through the head. The
bullet came from his father's service
revolver. Sepulvada is a member of
the Hudson County police

mother, who could barely answer
questions, indicated the boy had
found the gun while playing..... but
police are still investigating. The

child is alive but doctors say he's
not expected to survive.
WINS, New York City

Sometimes the sequence begins after the lead:

A Rock Hill car dealer has found out
that you can't always trust a pretty
face —— or in this case, three of
them. According to the Rock Hill
Police Department, three young women,
described only as being in their
early twenties, drove into Pendleton
Motors on Saluda Street around ten
yesterday morning. The three
reportedly told Salesman A-G Waters
they wanted to try out a car on the
lot. At least one of the women drove
off in a 1969 Plymouth valued at
one—thousand dollars, and, as of this
morning, Waters hasn't seen the women
or his Plymouth again. City police
are still investigating the apparent
auto theft.

WRHI, South Carolina

There are a lot of facts in this story. If they hadn't
been told chronologically, they could easily have
confused.
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UNACCEPTABLE:

A Rock Hill car dealer has found out
that you can't always trust a pretty
face —— or in this case, three of
them. A woman drove off with one of
Pendleton Motors salesman A-G
Waters's cars yesterday. City
police are still investigating the
apparent auto theft. Waters hasn't
seen the woman or the 1969 Plymouth
she was driving, valued at
one—-thousand dollars, again. She was
one of three young women in their
early twenties who drove into the
dealer on Saluda Street around ten
yesterday. The other two women also
disappeared.

This story also uses a chronological organiza-
tion, although it is a little harder to spot:

Jim Warren of Saint Cloud has been
found guilty of assault. His wife
testified that he had tried to
strangle her, then had told her that
he always wanted to kill someone, and
that he was going to stuff her into a
trunk. Stearns County Attorney Roger
Van Heel wanted a first-degree
attempted murder conviction...but the
jury returned the simple assault
verdict after deliberating for an
hour and a half. Warren gets a
year's probation....He'll spend
another 30 days in jail and have
a checkup at a mental health center
before his release.

KCLD, Minnesota

After the lead, events are described in the order
in which they happened at the trial—right through
the verdict and sentence.

3. Indexing The final method of organization
is the most heavy-handed, and therefore the
least common. It explicitly states that a series of
thoughts are being presented, using numbers or
names to separate and therefore organize the
material. The organization is written in:

The magazine sales people are here...
and the Chamber of Commerce and
police agencies say they have been
flooded with complaints. A team of
solicitors is apparently working in
the community this week. Authorities
have two suggestions for all local
residents: The first is that |
solicitors be asked to prove that
they have registered with the Chamber
of Commerce. If they have |
registered, they should be carnrying
proof with them. The second
suggestion is that solicitors not be
paid with cash, or with checks made
out to cash.

WGHN, Michigan

The words first and second help order this story.
In the next example the key is the narres of the
different towns:

Police and fire protests over salary
continue spreading around Indiana.
In Elwood, police and firemen @alked
off the job early this morning]after
being offered a seven percent wage
increase. The Elwood officers|want
20 percent. In Franklin, police
began a slowdown to demand a 12
percent hike. In Kokomo, a state of
emergency declared by the mayor
continues as Kokomo police and
firemen remain off the job.
Sheriff's deputies are patrolling the
city. And police in Peru and
Jefferson are continuing their job
action for higher pay.

WAZY, Indiana

The town names hold the story together. A story
this complex—making so many points'—needs
some form of “‘indexing’’ to control them'all.

These types of story organization are not
mutually exclusive. Many stories use more than
one. After the lead, most accident or crime
stories, for instance, go back to the chronplogical
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beginning; then they simply connect related
ideas rather than sticking strictly to the sequence
of events:

A national pathology lab will attempt
to determine the cause of death of a
nine-year—-old Shreveport boy who
authorities think was a murder
victim. The nude and decomposed body
of John Fraley was found near his
home last Friday, and local tests
have failed to turn up any
substantial information. Detectives
say they have little to go on,
although they assume the boy was
the victim of a sexual attack.

KWKH, Louisiana

The writer’s job is to choose the method of or-
ganization that organizes the elements of the
story most logically and therefore enables the
story to flow smoothly.

2. Transitions

QOur conversation is studded with words and
phrases whose only job is to help thoughts and
sentences relate to each other. These ‘‘social
directors” —transitions—play an important role.
Without them, conversation is stiff and un-
friendly: “‘Fred bought a car. His wife, Susan,
doesn’t think cars are a good idea in the city.
She’s angry.” With transitions: ‘‘Fred bought a
new car, but his wife Susan doesn’t think cars are
a good idea in the city. So, she’sangry.”

Transitions are just as important in broadcast
news:

It was all finally too much for Suzy
Harris of London, England. Her
husband had just finished watching
two weeks of World Cup soccer
matches, and he was getting ready for
another two weeks of tennis from
Wimbledon...when the yearly tax bill
on the television arrived from the
government. Suzy fumed...."I don't
pay the tax just to watch sport and

nothing but sport!" she yelled, and
with that she snatched up the telly,
ran out to the yard, got a
sledgehammer, and...well to quote
her..."There was an almighty bang and
that was the end of it."

Gil Fox, ABC

Notice what happens to a few of these sentences
with the transitions removed:

Her husband had just finished
watching two weeks of World Cup
soccer matches. He was getting ready
for another two weeks of tennis from
Wimbledon. The yearly tax bill on
the television arrived from the
government.

Without these words the story is choppy and
harder to understand.

A list of transition words:

and while

also when

too meantime
in addition meanwhile
well now

plus again

just as then
furthermore so far

but incidentally
however S0

yet therefore
only that's why

on the other hand thereby

Sometimes a sentence can also be joined to
the sentence that precedes it by a phrase that
simply looks back such as the “with that’” in the
“telly” story.

Transition words, phrases or constructions
may also be given larger assignments. Often
newswriters face this problem: two stories, re-
lated theme, not enough time for both.
Solution—combine them.

Two stories can be pulled together by an um-
brella lead (see Chapter 5 ‘‘Leads’), or they can
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be connected by a transition phrase. Here are
three stories merged into one by two strong
transition phrases:

The House Ways and Means Committee
might be able to put the finishing
touches on a tax cut by the end of the
week....It would include a
one-time—-only tax rebate, and a
long-range tax cut, with the emphasis
on middle- and low—income
groups. . ... ... In the meantime, the
president and Congress seem to be
trying to find a way to compromise
on his oil tariff plan........... All
this against a backdrop of the first
encouraging signs that the
recession...depression...whatever...lis
getting ready to bottom —- heavy
action on the stock market...some
pickup in car sales, and so on.

WINS, New York City

Transitions are the oil that enables stories, or
combinations of stories, to work smoothly. With-
out them ideas grind against each other. The
story sputters and stalls. But transition words
have their own specific meanings which must not
be ignored. But, for example, has to connect
ideas that contradict.

UNACCEPTABLE:

The president opposed the bill, but
he vetoed it.

And and must connect related thoughts. Oth-
erwise it creates non sequiturs.

UNACCEPTABLE:

The president opposed the bill, and
he left today on vacation.

Transitions must also be used judiciously.

UNACCEPTABLE

Your state income tax could go down

a notch at midnight, and the
Legislature will have to do something
in the next 16 hours...or it

automatically drops. So, a family of
four —— for example —— making

20 thousand a year, under this plan,
would save 28 dollars a year.

ACCEPTABLE:
Your state income tax could go down a
notch at midnight. The Legislature
will have to do something in the next
16 hours...or it automatically drops.
A family of four — for example ——
making 20 thousand a year...would
save 28 dollars a year.

WDEE, Detroit

3. Snappers

The final sentence in a broadcast story, called the
“snapper,” is second in importance only to the
lead. This last line takes the tight little package
that is a broadcast story and wraps it up. The
snapper should be crisp and clean, and when
appropriate, it can end the story with a little snap:

A magazine column in Washington
recently labeled Senator John Melcher
of Montana a vegetarian. Since he
comes from cow country...it brought
some nasty mail from back home.
Melcher also says he may no longer
be invited to barbecues and weenie
roasts. Melcher says he is NOT a
vegetarian. He IS a veterinarian.
WMAL, Washington, D.C.
|

There are five different types of snappers:

1. The main point It's a little late in the story
to be introducing the main point, but sometimes
the snapper can shoulder part of the responsibil-
ity for making that point and supporting the lead:

The consumer price index in the Los
Angeles-Long Beach area went up ‘
three—tenths of a percent last
month...due mainly to higher prices
for coffee, hamburger and cars.
Don't feel too bad, though...the
Department of Labor says that's
exactly half the national increase.
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What it all boils down to is that we
paid 17-dollars and 85-cents last
month for what cost us 10 dollars ten
years ago.

KNAC, California

While there is no room in a broadcast story for
a sentence that merely restates the main point,
the snapper is the logical place to conclude the
story. The trick is to wrap up without wasting
time repeating:

WEAK:

The county last month BOUGHT 2 point
6 billion dollars more in goods and
services from overseas than it sold.
In other words we're paying out a lot
more than we're taking in.

BETTER:

The country last month BOUGHT 2 point
6 billion dollars more in goods and
services from overseas than it sold.
That is another all-time high trade
deficit.

Bob Cain, NBC

2. Another fact Often the snapper is saved
for one additional fact. This works only if the new
piece of information helps place the story in
perspective. The end of the story is no place to
open up a new can of worms.

UNACCEPTABLE

A spur of the Washington Metro
Commuter Rail system in northern
Virginia is to be officially opened
today. Governor Godwin is scheduled
to attend the Fourth of July Metro
dedication ceremony along with the
mayor of Washington and the acting
governor of Maryland. There's some
question whether the new spur is too
little and too late to handle the
growing transportation needs of this
area.

The new fact must be self-sufficient; it can’t leave

loose ends. And, the new fact must be relevant
enough to tie the story together.

ACCEPTABLE:

A spur of the Washington Metro
Commuter Rail system in northern
Virginia is to be officially opened
today. Governor Godwin is scheduled
to attend the Fourth of July Metro
dedication ceremony along with the
mayor of Washington and the acting
governor of Maryland. Metro will
eventually extend from Washington
deep into the Virginia and Maryland
suburbs.

WRVQ, Virginia

Meanuwhile is usually a calling card of another-
fact snapper:

The cost of the proposed building,
meanwhile, continues to rise, while
county politicians continue their
squabbles.

WCEM, Maryland

Another example of a story with this type of
shapper:

Back to square one in the
investigation of the shooting of porn
publisher Larry Flynt. A New York
judge has released a man who tried
to sell Flynt's family information on
the shooting...turns out he didn't
have anything to sell. Flynt is
still in serious condition.

KGO, San Francisco

This type of snapper is so common that some
versions have become clichés. How often do
stories end with this additional fact?

Police are continuing their
investigation into the incident.

3. The other side In a controversial story the
snapper can be reserved for the other side of the
argument. This has a certain justice—the point of
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view that is making the news gets most of the
story, but, for balance, its opponents get the last
word:

In what's considered a victory for
the federal government, the Supreme
Court has ruled that abortions may be
legal —— but that the government
does not have to pay for them The
court ruled that states aren't
required to pay for the abortions of
Medicaid patients just because
they're legal. In a dissenting view,
Justice Brennan said the majority
opinion showed what he called

"a distressing insensitivity to the
plight of impoverished pregnant
women."

KNAC, California

4. The future ramification What happens
next? What are the bill's chances of passing?
What is the candidate’s next stop? How long
before the price increase is felt in the stores?
Answering these questions—looking toward the
future—is a natural way of ending the story:

The council is expected to take up
the budget considerations tomorrow.
WRHI, South Carolina

Burns says he will appeal the
judge's ruling to the State Supreme
Court.

KCLD, Minnesota

This future-ramification snapper should not have
been used—probably too subjective—but it's
clever:

The Council will meet again next
week...to get some work done.

5. The punch line Some of the best snap-
pers are the ones with the most snap:

With his wife in the hospital
expecting their first child, New
Kensington's mayor cancelled an

appearance before the Rotary Club

today. His prepared speech: how to
act in an emergency.

WKPA, Pennsylvania

4. Rhythm

Most broadcast newswriters will tell you they
don't fool with anything as elevated as ‘‘prose
rhythm,” but if they’re good, they’re wrong. All
good writing has rhythm, and broadcast
writing—written to be performed—is certainly no
exception. Subconsciously at least, a newswriter
should hear a beat. Nothing fancy or syn-
copated—but without it the words and sen-
tences, no matter how carefully turned 'out, will
sound flat.

Fortunately, the rhythm of broadcast news is
simple enough so even those who can’t dance a
lick can be taught it. There are four steps:

1. Sentence length The dominant percus-
sion instrument in broadcast stories is the short
sentence, or incomplete sentence. It can add
dramatic power:

Letter bombs...the F-B-I says
extortion messages have been sent to
several corporations demanding money
or else more bombs will be sent.

WOR, New YTk City

A phony documentary on British
television last night said that
American and Soviet scientists plan to
set up a colony on Mars to escape

the possible end of the Earth. Many
viewers believed it.

WNDE, Indianapolis

But, too many very short sentences in a row
will make the rhythm too choppy.

UNACCEPTABLE:

A new organization has been forme
It's for all you folks who are
opposed to adopting the metric
system. A columnist for the Chicago
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Sun Times...Bob Greene...formed the
group. He calls it "WAM." That
means "We Ain't Metric!" Greene

says he needed an idea for a

column. So he came up with this
...and it caught on. Now it has
millions of members. Greene says the
U~S shouldn't change to the metric
system. That would accommodate the
other nations of the world. He says
they should adopt our systemn.

On the other hand, too many relatively long sen-
tences will make the rhythm sluggish.

UNACCEPTABLE:

A columnist for the Chicago Sun
Times...Bob Greene...has formed an
organization for all you folks who
are opposed to adopting the metric
system. Greene says he came up with
the idea for the group -— called
"WAM" which means "We Ain't

Metric!" —— one day when he didn't
have any material for a column. The
group now has millions of members
who believe that, instead of the U-S
changing to the metric system to
accommodate the other nations of the
world, they should change to our
system.

To keep the rhythm lively, writers try to mix
one or two short sentences and short indepen-
dent clauses with medium-length sentences.

ACCEPTABLE:

There is now an organization for all
you folks who are opposed to adopting
the metric system. A columnist for
the Chicago Sun Times...Bob Greene. ..
has formed a group called "WAM". ..
which means "We Ain't Metric!"

Greene says he came up with the idea
one day when he didn't have any
material for a column...but it caught
on and now has millions of members.
Greene says the U-S shouldn't change
to the metric system to accommodate

the other nations of the world......
They should adopt our system.
WSB, Atlanta

2. Sentence structure The straight sub-
ject-verb sentence works fine in broadcast news,
but if too many are strung together or the same
subject and verb are repeated too frequently, the
sentence will fall flat. This was used on the air:

The New York Police Department says
it's recovered about 100-thousand
dollars in blackout loot. Police
raided an abandoned apartment on West
108th Street. They said it had been
converted into a warehouse of stolen
goods. Five people were arrested.
They were said to be fences buying
goods from looters for resale. The
law was tipped by phone.

Good writers vary the subjects, verbs and sen-
tence structure—sometimes doing that requires a
clause at the start of some sentences:

When New York Police raided an
abandoned apartment on West 108th
Street...they say they found
100-thousand dollars in blackout
loot. According to the police,
place had been converted into a
warehouse of stolen goods. Five
people were arrested...said to be
fences buying goods from looters for
resale. The law was tipped by phone.

the

3. Strong words Some words have the
power to punctuate a story. Put a strong word at
the end of a sentence and it will usually pick up
the rhythm:

The Black Panther founder is
returning to the U-S...after hiding
out the past two—-and-a-half years...
in Cuba.

WDEE, Detroit

The conviction stands...William
Weeks is guilty of manslaughter.
KCLD, Minnesota
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4. Repetition Writers are usually hunting
down synonyms to avoid repeating words too
often and sounding amateurish:

The president leaves tomorrow on his
trip. He's got a lot invested in the
success of this trip. The trip will
carry him to 14 European nations,
before he returns from the trip at
the end of the month.

Falling into this unnecessary and awkward rep-
etition is a mistake, but there are times when
repetition can be used as a rhetorical device to
enhance a story:

Morris Udall was second in the
Massachusetts primary. He was second
in New York. And Udall finished
second in Jowa, Illinois and Florida.
The results are in for the California
primary....That's right....The

SUMMARY

winner incidentally was Jimmy Carter
with 33 percent of the vote. Morris
Udall got 20 percent.

At the hands of a good writer, repetition can also
clarify:

It will be noon before a decision can
be reached. Noon because more
members of the board can be in
attendance.

KPNW, Oregon

These tricks should help writers keep stories
lively. Reading and listening to other good writ-
ers also helps. A writer has to hear words and
sentences; get a feel for the story’s sound.

“Some days are beautiful,” George Brooks of
KCUE in Minnesota writes. “Some days, words
are music.”

The main job of the story is to communicate.
That requires a smooth and selective presenta-

PRACTICE ASSIGNMENTS

tion of information. A bit of an ear for the music
in words doesn’t hurt.

A. Write a 20- to 25-second story based on the follow-
ing facts.

1. Lt. Gov. Michael Mars has completed state tour.
2. Mars says the drought is already severe in south-
ern half of state.

Southem half contains % of state’s population.
Mars describes tour as ‘‘eye-opening experience.”
Says situation in south more serious than many
people and officials realize.

Says Sturbridge is within 30 days of running out
of water.

Mars is coordinating state drought assistance.
Says federal aid possible.

Sturbridge pop.: 15,768.

State submitted application for federal drought
relief funds last week.

ok w

o

SRCECRN

11. Federal decision regarding funds will be released
tomorrow.

Drought began 2 months ago—worsening since

then, .
\.' \\\ i(\%‘\)

«)B Combine the following information into one 20- to
25-second story.

4,
2.
3.
A,

§

8

12.

Prison guards in Montana are on strike.
Started 4 days ago.

National Guardsmen on duty in prisons today.
There are 1600 Nat. Guards on duty.

NGs sent to the state today.

About 5000 prison guards on strike.

38,000 copper workers were on strike.

Their strike has ended today.

WRITING / STORIES
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A.

2 largest copper companies agreed to relatively
quick settlement. Strike ended sooner than some
labor mediators had expected.

10. Copper workers won extra $1.00 per hour.

11. Had demanded: $1.25/hr.

12. Walked off job 3 days ago.

13. Many wildcat copper strikes last year.

C. Write a 25- to 30-second story based on the fol-
lowing facts.

1. Alfred Lewis, county maintenance supervisor,
appeared before County Commission last night
asking to be allowed to keep his job.

2. He said he wouldn’t resign.

3. Charged that media had “‘killed” him.

4. Commission last night reviewed and released an
investigation, which was conducted by County
Attorney David Malone's office.

5. The investigation charged that Lewis misused
county vehicles.

6. It also revealed that he had granted personal
favors involving the use of various pieces of
county equipment during the last 2% years.

7. Following the review, Commissioner Bob
Newhouse moved that Lewis be fired, with no
severance pay.

8. The motion was approved, unanimously, by the
11-member Commission.

9. Pete White, the Commission’s chairman, said the
Malone investigation also revealed that Lewis
misused his office to better his position.

10. Lewis said: “All charges against me are totally,

D’

completely erroneous and false. My enemies are
trying to ruin me and my family.”

/

Write a 20- to 25-second story based on the fol-

lowing facts.

S wn -

S o

City Council meeting last night.

Lasted 2 hours.

Second meeting of month.

Last month’s appointments approved: Sue Mul’
phy as public relations supervisor; John Katz a§
assistant liaison for city affairs.

. School Board appropriations for playground ap-

proved.

. 12 members of Council present; 2 absent.

Chaired by Evan Jones, acting council presi-
dent.

11.
12.

. Council member Jane Andrews says:

2 percent hike in real estate tax approved.
Vote: 7-5.

“This will
drive people—constructive people—away from
town, people whom our town needs.”

Jones: Hike needed for balanced budget.
Closing of all town parks after 10 p.m. approved.

E. Write a 15-second or shorter story based on the
following facts.

1.
2.

3!

9.

Rick Peters, high school student.

Lost 2 toes when foot run over by school bus last
year.

Sued school district for ¥ million dollars.

2 months ago: jury finds school district not negli-
gent.

Attorney Betty Burns requested new trial last
month.

Called previous decision “‘perverse.’”

District Court Judge Robert Penn denied request
this afternoon.

Penn: “The case was properly put before a jury
and decided. The proper legal process was car-
ried through.”

Burns says will appeal to State Supreme Court.

.F./ Write a 20- to 25-second story based on the follow-

N

V7.

ing facts.

. Man found dead in boat around noon yesterday.

Boat docked at marina.

. Police identified him as Evan Rows.

Local police are continuing their investigation.
Autopsy performed last night.

Performed by Dr. Sybil Jones.

Apparent cause of death: stab wounds.

Rows was 32.

Police arrested a teenager today.

Charge: theft on property where the murder al-
legedly occurred.

. He’s 18.

Name: Robert Ray.

Will be arraigned today.

Presently in county jail.

Police say Ray is suspect in murder.

He was picked up in Concord at app. 2:00 this
aft,

With him was female juvenile, name undisclosed.
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G. Write a 15- to 20-second story based on the fol- 9. 1 adult, 1 child seriously injured: Meredith Smith
lowing information released by the police. of Santa Clara, Cal., age 31, and Janey Smith,
1. Auto accident yesterday evening, app. 5 p.m. SIS (5, 3 G

2. Location: Highway 14. 10. Gerald Smith, 33, and Jacob Smith, 6, also of
3. Rained yesterday. Santa Clara, both killed instantly.

4. Car skidded on wet pavement. 11. Janet Simon, 44, of San Francisco, and Joseph
5. Left highway, rolled over on top. Shields, 14, also from SF, injured; listed good
6. 6in car. condition,

7. Were driving through town—all from out-of-state. 12. Meredith and Gerald Smith parents of Janey and
8. Driver of car: Gerald Smith. Jacob Smith. Simon and Shields not related.
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Preceding page:
Jimmy Carter joins reporters in a railroad press car dur-
ing the 1976 campaign. (Dennis Brack from Black Star)
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SOURCES

Many radio stations have reporters out in the
field, but a reporter can only cover one story at a
time, and only a story that's within easy reach.
Even with creative use of a telephone, the num-
ber of stories a station’s news staff can track
down is limited. But most newsrooms are putting
together reports every hour on at least half-a-
dozen breaking events taking place around the
world. How does information on all these stories
reach the newsroom? Some news arrives by
mail; some by telephone. From 66 to 1,200
words per minute about the day’s events are sent
to the newsroom by the wire services on lines
rented from the telephone company, sometimes
employing satellites. Similar lines bring in the
sound of the news from the audio news services.
Books and other publications help. And, a radio
scanner draws the internal communication of
police and fire departments into the newsroom.
Along with reporters and their contacts, which
will be discussed in the following chapters, these
are the sources of radio news. Broadcast jour-
nalists have to know how to work with them.

THE WIRES % XCS}( )szc@;v

WRRR in Rockford, lllinois, has two reporters.
Neither is ever sent to Washington, let alone Tel

Aviv. But WRRR supplements its reporting
staff with the more than 1,000 reporters
United Press International has sprinkled around
the planet. By subscribing to UPI's broadcast
wire, the station can avail itself of the work of
UPI's 100-person Washington bureau or its bu-
reaus in Africa or Europe or the Middle East or
the four-person UPI office in the state capital—
Springfield. The wires cover the world for news-
papers and television and radio stations like
WRRR.

Certainly these are among the most powerful
tools a news operation has. When a presidential
news conference ends, UPI's Helen Thomas, as
one of the senior White House correspondents,
may say, ‘‘Thank you, Mr. President”; then she
dashes to her phone in the White House
pressroom to call in her story. Shortly it will be
relayed to WRRR and thousands of other UPI
customers. But UPI wasn’t waiting for Helen
Thomas’s detailed report in order to begin its
coverage. Other UPI reporters were monitoring
the news conference on television and writing
stories based on the earlier questions. WRRR wiill
have a story, even if they do a newscast before
the news conference ends.

The wires are fast. UPI still proudly recalls
beating the Associated Press by four minutes in
reporting that shots had been fired at President
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At WCCO, Minneapolis, a newswriter reads wire copy.
(WCCO, Minneapolis)

John Kennedy in Dallas\/Ul?I:):lso beat thy
four days in announcing the-end of World War L.
Unfortunately, they scooped the politicians and
generals, too. The war didn’t end for another
four days.

The wires are also comprehensive. ‘'There are
only two forces that can carry light to all corners
of the globe,” Mark Twain once said, “‘the sun in
the heavens and the Associated Press down
here.” The AP has reporters stationed in more
than 50 bureaus around the world and more
than 100 in the United States. When the Com-
munists were taking South Vietnam, for instance,
the AP was covering the story with three staffers
in Saigon, two near the demilitarized zone, two
in Laos, two in Thailand, four in the Philippines,
three on Guam, one on Wake Island and two
staffers aboard a carrier in the South China Sea.

For many years newspapers, rightly viewing
radio as a dangerous competitor in the news
business, tried to prevent stations from using the
Associated Press, but today there are more
broadcast stations hooked up to AP wires than
newspapers. Only a handful of radio and televi-
sion stations can survive without at least one wire
service teletype, or a futuristic computer printer,
churning out the news of the region, world and
nation.

Only three wire services attempt complete
coverage of the United States and the world.
One, Reuters, is known primarily for the quality
of its foreign news. In larger newsrooms Reuters
might be used to supplement the other wires.
Most stations rely primarily on the Associated
Press or United Press International.

The AP is older (founded in 1848) and larger
than its rival, but UPI has been catering to radio
stations longer (since 1935—when it was called
United Press). Both serve well over 3,000
broadcast stations. The AP is a cooperative—
owned by its subscribers—while UPI is a private
company—owned primarily by Scripps-Howard.

Larger stations use both AP and UPIL. Smaller
stations can generally afford only one. Which
one they choose might depend on the deal each
wire is willing to offer or which wire the compe-
tition has, or the station might base its decision
on a preference for the writing or services one
provides.

The wire services' services have multiplied
over the years. They have developed specialized
wires designed to satisfy specific news needs.
Radio and television newsrooms have found
uses for many of these wires, some of which
place special demands on the broadcast jour-
nalists who use them.

1. Broadcast Wires

Radio an ations have different news
needs than newspapers. The broadcast wires-are
designed to satisfy these needs.

Most radio stations cover the top news every
hour, so the broadcast wires repeat and update
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all the top stories every hour. Broadcast news-
casters ieed to_Know facis such as the correct
pronunciation of difficult names, so the broad-

cast_wires include pronunciation guides. And
news written for broadcast must follow the rules

outlined in the previous chapters; the broadcast
wire is written in broadcast style:

(PINEVILLE)--TWO MEN ESCAPED
FROM THE MCDONALD COUNTY JAIL IN
PINEVILLE, MISSOURI, LAST NIGHT...
APPARENTLY SIMPLY BY WALKING OUT THE
FRONT DOOR. THE SHERIFF'S OFFICE IS
INVESTIGATING THE ESCAPE. THE MEN
ARE BELIEVED TO HAVE LEFT THE JAIL
ABOUT 11 P-M...BUT THEIR ESCAPE
WASN'T NOTICED UNTIL AFTER MIDNIGHT
WHEN AUTHORITIES DISCOVERED AN
EVIDENCE CABINET HAD BEEN
BURGLARIZED. |

UPI 07-27 12:17 PCD

This story opens with a dateline—PIN
VILLE—but most stations won’t read this on th
air, the location is mentioned again in
lead. The line at the end of the story, or at
end of a complete newscast, gives the date (J
27) and the time (PCD is p.m., Central Daylig
time).

The broadcast wires have a staff of newswrit-
ers tuming information, mostly taken from the
wires intended for newspapers, into copy suit-
able for broadcast. UPI and AP also ensure that
the copy is regionalized. UPI, for instance, has 52
separate, regional broadcast wires—almost
every state has a regional wire and a few states
are divided into two regions. Each regional wire
mixes about 30 minutes of state or regional news
with the 30 minutes of national and international
news everybody gets. The broadcast wires also
supply stations with complete newscast scripts.
Here's UPI's schedule of national newscasts:

World in Brief Summaries—3%2 minutes of the top
stories for use in a 5-minute newcast; sent almost
every hour before the half-hour.

World News Roundups—10 minutes of news for use

in a 15-minute newscast; sent before 5a.m., 4 p.m.
and 10 p.m. on weekdays.

Hourly Headlines—1 minute of news briefs; sent
before each hour.

In addition, UPI sends out a minute of sports
before the half-hour eight times a day, a sports
roundup five times a day, as well as regular
weather, business news, features, commentaries
and farm news—all ready to read on the air. The
AP’s schedule is similar.

Essentially, all a station has to do is rip stories,
or even complete newscasts, off the teletype and
read them on the air. There’s no need for a news
staff; a disk jockey can do it. This method, called
“rip and read’ journalism, is used by many sta-
tions to present the news. Rip and read has two
major advantages: it is easy and cheap.

Rip and read has many disadvantages. Good
newsrooms develop a style. Their copy has a
characteristic “‘feel’’ to it, determined by pacing,
language and news selection. Listeners won’t
hear this in stories ripped off a wire. The wires
are certainly not known for the quality of their
writing—churned out in large volumes under in-
tense deadline pressure, it often sounds hurried.
And the wires cannot risk style, even if they have
the time to develop it. They have to please hun-
dreds of stations. Turning on a little style might
mean turning off some subscribers.

Still another of the basic strategies of broad-
cast journalism is denied to the wires—they can’t
localize a story for a town or a county; they have
to write for whole states or regions.

Here's a lead off one of the wires; it is awk-
ward and dense:

FIRE FROM AN UNDETERMINED CAUSE
GUTTED A TURN-OF-THE~CENTURY STONE
CHURCH IN KANSAS CITY, MISSOURI,
EARLY TODAY AND SLIGHTLY INJURED
FOUR FIREMEN.

Sitting in a somewhat less hectic newsroom,
aware of the local listeners’ interests and able to
add whatever style suits their station, most radio
and television news writers can do a better job

THE WIRES
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on a story than the wires. For example, here is
the church story as rewritten for a Kansas City
station:

Saint Andréw's Methodist Church

on Troost Street was built at the
turn of the century. A fire started
in the basement there this morning...
and it burned all the way through to
the sanctuary and roof of the old
stone church.

Wire copy should be rewritten. If there isn’t
time or staff for that, it should at least be edited.
Sentences can often be chopped.

WIRE:

TWO MEN, ONE FROM WEST GERMANY,

HAVE BEEN ARRESTED BY THE F-B-I IN
FORT LAUDERDALE, FLORIDA, AND ACCUSED
OF CONSPIRING TO SMUGGLE COMPONENTS
OF THE TOP-SECRET U-S CRUISE MISSILE
TO THE SOVIET UNION.

STATION:
Two men, one from West Germany,
have been arrested by the F-B-I in
Fort Lauderdale, Florida. They've
been accused of conspiring to smuggle
components of the top-secret U-S
Cruise missile to the Soviet Union.
WEBN, Cincinnati

The wording can often be improved.

WIRE:

PRESIDENT CARTER HAS DECLARED 26
DROUGHT-STRICKEN ALABAMA COUNTIES
ARE NOW ELIGIBLE FOR FEDERAL AID.

STATION:

President Carter has declared

that 26 drought—-stricken Alabama
counties are now eligible for federal
aid.

WIRE:

THE HOUSE HAS OKAYED A 12-BILLION,
L700—MILLION DOLLAR FUNDING BILL

THAT PROVIDES 5 POINT 6 BILLION
DOLLARS FOR FOOD STAMPS.

STATION:

The House has okayed a funding
bill that provides over 5-billion
dollars for food stamps.

The story sometimes can be localized.

WIRE:

PATRICK HENRY'S "GIVE ME LIBERTY OR
GIVE ME DEATH" SPEECH WAS REENACTED
AT HISTORIC SAINT JOHN'S CHURCH NEAR
THE STATE CAPITOL.

STATION:

Patrick Henry's "Give me liberty or
give me death" speech was reenacted
at historic Saint John's Church here
on Church Hill.

WRVQ, Virginia

To localize a wire story it is sometimes necessary

~ado some addifionaltesearch. This was a story
=

about 80 lllinois communities and factories ac-
cused of missing a pollution clean-up deadline.
WSOY added a sentence about the local vio-
lators:

Included among the violators are
the municipalities of Bloomington-
Normal and Champaign-Urbana, as well
as the Revere Copper and Brass
Company in Clinton, and several
Peoria—area plants of the Caterpillar
Tractor Company.
|

Operating at such high speed also forces the
wires into errors. One of the AP’s more famous
faux pas took place at the end of the Lindbergh
kidnapping trial in the '30s. AP staffers had
rigged up a complex system for communicating
the sentence from the sealed courtroom. They
were first to report the sentence, but.it was the
wrong sentence. They said life imprisonment;
the convicted kidnapper was sentenced to die. It
took eleven minutes to correct the error on the
wire.
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The Associated Press broadcast wire once
killed Marshall Tito of Yugoslavia when he was
still very much alive. ABC and CBS led with the
story on their newscasts. The editor on duty at
NBC, however, was puzzled that the story hadn’t
appeared on any other wire, including other AP
wires. He held the story and called AP. AP
admitted that it was a mistake. CBS and ABC
had to air embarrassed corrections after the wire
carried a correction.

In fact, the wires conscientiously spend much
time correcting themselves and updating their
work. This means newswriters have to be alert
for an item that refutes something they are about
to put on the air. This should also make news-
writers anxious to check facts on their own when
possible. This version of a wire service story, for
example, corrects the number of months men-
tioned in the first version. The original had talked
of the “‘smallest trade deficit in ten months’”:

CORRECTION

THE UNITED STATES RECORDED ITS
SMALLEST TRADE DEFICIT IN EIGHT
MONTHS IN MAY.

Stations that missed this revision, or used the
story before it was corrected, were led into an
error. It may not be feasible for a station to call
Washington to check the facts on a story like this,
but the frequency of errors of this sort points to
the need to confirm the facts in wire stories when
possible—and it should be possible on all local
stories.

All this is not intended to imply that every
broadcast wire story is poorly written or
inaccurate—just that most can use some rewrit-
ing and checking to make them more effective.
Of course, stations have also been known to
make wire copy worse. One added this unfortu-
nate sentence to an AP story:

It is believed, however, that the
damage will not amount to as great
a cost as that of a similar fire
in November.

Because broadcast wire stories enter the news-
room with all the appearances of finished broad-
cast copy, it is tempting to rip and read or ‘‘tack
them up”’—staple them into the script and read
them on the air. Good newswriters fight that
temptation and treat the broadcast wires as no
more than a first draft.

If the wires are looked on primarily as source
material, it becomes obvious that the broadcast
wires have a serious disadvantage—they don’t
contain much information. These wires are al-
ready one step removed from the facts. They are
composed of stories that have been rewritten in
broadcast style from print sources. Since broad-
cast stories must be short, they can’t squeeze in
too much information. Working with the broad-
cast wires, a writer is limited to the few facts
selected by the wire service writers. A broadcast
story is a poor place to look for the information
on which to base an original version of that story.
While the larger radio and television news orga-
nizations may rely on the broadcast wires for
breaking stories that must be quickly edited, then
thrown on the air, they base most of their writing
on wires actually intended for newspapers.

Traditionally _the wire services sent two wires to

the nation’s newspapers—the A and B wires.

Both contfained nafional and intemational news.
The A wire had the more important stories; the B

wire_had whatever was left over. Broadcast
stations—with no back pages to fill with second-
ary news—would only be interested in the A
wire.

The AP and UPI still provide national A wires,
but they now offer subscribers a chance to take a
mix of national news and regional stories, similar
to the mix available on the broadcast wires.
Separate regional-only wires are also available.
Broadcast stations that choose to use a major
print wire will select from this grab bag.

The first problem a broadcast newswriter has
with these print wires is their schedule. The
et

newspaper wond is divided into two groups—
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moming and aftemoon papers. Print wires reflect

this split and are designed to produce a complete

run-through of the day’s news every twelve .

hours—from noon to midnight for the morning_,

‘Papers a idnjght to noon for the after-
Wdio station needs fo recount the

very hour, so this is inconvenient. But
fortunately, the print wires constantly update the
major stories—the stories in which the radio
joumnalist is most interested. Although it isn’t or-
ganized into neat one-hour blocks, the news is
kept fresh enough for radio.

Another problem with the print wires is that, _

_/
because there are no Sunday afternoon paper:
ites do n a regular cycle of

rews On Sunday momings. sunday tends to be

“Tie slowest news day anyway; so newswriters
will squirrel away some ‘‘evergreens’ —feature
or background stories that can be held a couple
of days—for use on Sunday.

The advantage of the print wires is the wide
selection of information they offer newswriters
looking to carve out their own stories. The print
wire’s version of a story will use many more
words than the broadcast wire’s. It is likely, there-
fore, to carry many more facts. In another step to
maximize the available information, most news-
rooms collect different versions of a story off the
wires and file them together. Newsrooms have
set procedures for ripping and filing wire copy.
Usually the first step is to break it down into
national, international, state and local news; then
to separate the individual stories. A newswriter
may then look at the whole day’s file on a story.

Larger newsrooms have versions of the story
off a few different wires in the file because fre-
quently one wire will miss a fact another has. In a
