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vt lra Glass, the host

of This American Life,

=

speaking to you today
from the Oval Office
on behalf of RADIO,
When correctly har-
nessed, radio can be as
emotional, as funny,
and as satisfuing as
the best motion pic-
tures or television
shows, But sadly, few
radio programwmers
even shoot for that.
That's where you come
in. My fellow
Awericans, no mass
medium is cheaper to
do, or easier to learn

The producers as of Aprit 199..
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NANCY UPDIKE (WHD CO-PRO-
OUCED 0O-GOOPERS WATH IRA)

wand. the vest of the staff:

SARAH VOweLL
(CONTRIBUTING EPITOR)
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In these few pages we
show you all the tricks
you need. At least
you'll learn enough to
get a running start.

{ urge you and all
Awericans to make
our great nation a
better place for every-
one by joining the
movement to lift Radio
to its true potentiall

— NARN= N= "

TODO BACHMANN
(ADMINISTRATOR)
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._‘3_ 2
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A

(WEBMASTER)

I

~ 7 =,
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JULIE SNYDER ALIX (CELISE") SpieGEL

CLIZABETH MEISTER

N

The staff of TAis
American Life invited
cartoenist Jessica
Abel to spend a
week with us. It
happened to be the
week we were
putting together a
show we called “Do-
Gooders,” in April
1999. There's much
much wmore for you
to learn. And for
that, | urge you to
read on. Flip vight
now to the inside
back cover, where
this introduction
continues.

VAl

T T

e

JORGE JUST
(PRODUCTION INTERN)
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SYLVIA LEMUS
(PRODUCTION ASSISTANT)
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6:29 Friday 4/9, 31 minutes to air

From WBEZ Chicago—and Public
Radio International-it's TAis
American Life, Im lya Glass.

Brigid was going blind—
in mid-life, with a kid.
she had stuff to do.

, have my

Start from the top? | needed a driver. |
couldn't drive, the problem was | wanted to,

—
B little, you know, subur-

ban, get in the car and
8 drive everywhere life

same life, my same nice,

Let's do that again. | was timing off, um,
the counter, but it, you know what | mean,
she ends two seconds before the end.
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| wasn't thinking
about the time!

Nothin' but time, baby.
We got time ta boin!
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WHERE DO STORIES COME FROM?

| was going through the internship process with an It's sort of a fascinating story in that it was both black
applicant, Mary Wiltenberg. | had asked her to pitch and white sharecroppers, and it ended with the federal
some stories, and in the interview, she pitched a government giving them more or less what they wanted, but
story about this part of south-eastern Missouri... | explained why we wouldn't be interested, that essentially
this is sort of an AKE type of documentary..

\

«which is great, they're great stories, but we feel like it's already
represented in public broadcasting, and it's just not what we do.

| also explained that the stories that we do do are really mond fne characters change and they grow and
character-driven, that.. [T "Fiilow the same they learn something new, and surprising.
structure, a literary structure, that a fiction story might. Especially with our show, that's always what we're
h._'l;he story needs one character, a character that you going for, something surprising, a surprising

situation—where
somebody comes to a
conclusion that you
wcidn'f expect.

identify with, who interacts...

—_—_—

«wwith ofher characters in a very
‘ specific way, and there's conflict,
change, and resolution (and not

¢

| necessarily alwaus the resolution 1{,,
1 part) inherent to the story.. ,.|-:.ﬂ.r ﬂ///, T —
is American Life 19
EZ Radio 20 January
g East Grand Avenue
y 0611
Thicago, o6 And then like three months later, she faxes

we a letter, saying, and it was really great,
saying that, "('ve thought a lot about what you
said and the kind of ways that you structure
stories, and ('ve been looking around and
thinking about it a lot, and { think | have a

il story here where [ live that fits the structure

1 vem
. {ast spoke in NO

ot C kin of change ! you were talking about.
gtories “'[VQ‘““B so:n;'m worki ng ona wc“‘ wo;wdfothcif dream to save thet : a Y'l ng al30, |
the Bootheel, where 1d couple, and the death & Fhe - nange even more--i$
you. It involves < l:g:f residents hate their hveS.: ‘:f l:lral Amenca. when she ¥
-W Al ¢ : o,
town. The town < forces that 86 1OW k.:!hns m;-iou Missouri forty-siX years Sim door who
|_victim of the 88M¢ 77 \whorton met in Cantiot 7 T ad he was the DOY MW P ) v ed)
3
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The story was about Kenny and Jackie Whorton, who grew up in She basically wrote out the whole story, and in a
this small town, Canalou [can-Al-u], Missouri, moved awau, and really great way too. | mean, pitch letters, that's
then moved back after they retired. But the town had fallen apart | | the thing about pitch letters: they kind of have
in the 30 years theu'd been away; and so they tried to improve to be stories in and of themselves. She's a nice
things: organize ach’viﬂes {‘or ﬂr\e kids in town, get streets and writer, and she wrote it in a really beautiful way.
2O T - /

:31

‘/’)

>
N

S

i

A TEOLNETNENIRY

It was so nice that | co
sidered using it to struc-
ture the story, although,
in the end, we didn't.

But the best thing about it, for both Ira Around the same time, Elizabeth Meister, our webmaster,
0 and me, was that we gave her feedback pitched us a story about another small town, in Kansas.

L

on her submissions, and she actually =
understood the feedback, and found a
different story based on what we said.

L

%

.E’IE-',' L=
J = .

&
)

=
o)

And that town was also filled with

people who didn't want their town

to improve, and the heart of that

piece would've been the same: to

understand that point of view. \

only apphcable if you were already
in this world, you kriow, or if they
really were understandable ideas.

The main difference with a
story is that it can be told as
a sequence of actions.

T

N

real story, some conflict, some event that
25 ﬂ
a3
N ' = <
m B \ I‘ | 7, - 1
. b V3
) IN111/PE1R
there, but that's not as engaging to listen to as this saga of a couple

But what the Kansas idea lacked was some
brought everuyone's attitudes into the open.
AL ol |
357
; =
§ 7 2 ﬂ 11 ,
( - o .I ‘
) L = ]
- A ‘ - S
\ | o 1Tigr:
E w “n :
c ) it s
Sure, a reporter could go to Kansas and get people to blab about life =3 1
wmoving back to town and becoming embroiled in this controversu.
y
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FOR EXAMPLE ..

So Brett was on the subway platform,
afternoon rush houy, it's mobbed. And down
the platform he sees this guy. The guy goes
up to one person after another, stands very
close, says something..

This story ran on the
show a few uears ago.

7

NN

and moves on. He's nicely dressed, doesn't
seem fo be asking for money. And he's get-
ting closer, he approaches person after per-
son, walks up to them, says something qui-
etly, and woves on, "

VN

i SRR

And as he gets closer, Brett can hear what | [Now at this point, no on

he's saying.

guy

subway plat-
CICN) form. Where'
the suspens
in that?

turning of f the vadio. But
why? If you look at it, it's
a completely banal story:
another guy on a

The answer gets to the
makes narrative work:

e's

heart of what l

Whenever

[ there's a sequence of events—this hap-
pened then that happened then
this happened—we inevitably want;

to find out what happened next. i’
' i
N

a

S

]

=
Also—and this is key—,
this banal sequence
has raised a ques-
tion, namely, what's
the guy saying”
And you'll\ 4
Y probably
stick around 'til
you find out.

And I'm starting to get ;
a little nervous (ha ha)..
Will | make the cut?

But Brett, (ha ha ha), [
he's not choosing you (SRS

o
For wiore stories like this one, check out Brett Leveridge's website: wwwhbrettrews.com

radio-alG for PDF CS6é.indd 7
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There is just something about the judgwent
of strangers. When the clerk in the record
store looks at the CPs you've buying and
| | gives you a glance like "You are so lame.’

And so the guy walks up to Brett, stands
a little too close, and says..

This is the other
thing you need.

i

[ And Brett felt..euphoria There's no other

word for it really. In his mind he knew

there was no reason to get so excited. But
in his heart, it made him really really happy.

have some special insight into who we are.

Radio is a peculiarly didactic medium. it's not enough to tell a little story. You also have to explain what it means.
That's the way news programs work, that's how call-in shows work, that's at the heart of Rush Limbaugh and

Howard Stern and everyone else people love on the radio. I ~and so, once again, we see a
wand so, Mr. Secretary, tell us what | [..this is what I'm sauing. | don't see B presidency that makes us
this means. Does the UN have the how Adam Sandler's funny. t want to ashawed to BE Awericans.

power to intervene or not?. like him but | just don't get it. Explain

A
to me what you found funny..

Jjudgwent of strangers, it just wouldn't be as satis/zing.

This is the structure of every story on our program— it is an ancient storytelling structure, really. It's the
there's an anecdote, that is, a sequence of actions where| structure, essentially, of a sermon; you hear a littie
someone says "this happened then this happened then story from the Bible, then the clergyperson tells you
this happened’—and then there's a moment of reflection | |  what it means. J
about what that sequence means, and then on
to the next sequence of actions.

Anecdote then reflection, over and over.
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THINGS COME TOGETHER, OR:GLOMMING ON

The Blind Woman

- So this is the first piece you
had, and you looked for other
pieces to sort of go with it?

Story meeting. 10:26, Monday I1M. 13 weeks before broadcast.

This is not my
natural hair colov.

Is that like a late stage of
the flu that | have now?
Just at some point..henna?

Denial, bargaining, anger, depression,
acceptance..henna! J T

That is not henna,
that is so much
classier than henna.

Hernna. OK, so anyway, so..l was
pitched this story about this woman
who's going blind, and needed some-
one to drive her around. She hired
this guy and the problem was..

— s 2 §‘.
«he was too helpful He kept doing
this extra stuff for her that she did-
n't want him to do. She felt invaded.

{ think it's interesting because it's
about the moment when
helpfulness ceases to be helpful

=

speaker phone.

We could do a whole shiow on good
samaritans, There's that lan Frazier
story we've talked about, about those
guys who go around clearing stuff

out of the branches of trees.

Actually, it came up during the week.

Tl =77
Q—k—( How did it come up?
: ik

| don't know, | don't remember—
oh—| think it was (hee hee)...

—

car coming back from our New
York Times photo shoot!

And Nancy had the idea for a
show on do-gooders, she had the
blind woman story, and | was all
like, this story was faxed to we
that | think would be veally good
for a do-gooders show, but | can't
deal with it this week, but (1| tell
you about it on Monday.

radio-alG for PDF CS6.indd 9
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= TP AT W
wand | was like, this brings up all

| sorts of interesting ideas about
help, and doing good, and that it
seems like it's going to be easy
and simple, and it really rarely is. l

B T P A A A ]
- T 2l

And so then on Monday, | pitched it in the story meeting, and, you
know, everybody thought it was a really good one, and we should
just go ahead and move forward on it. | mean, the question was
just essentially now just how would we do it..

Y .). A
7

/] going to veport it, are we going to report it,
.| what exactly are we going to do.

lra's Office, March 7. Three weeks, And the Gourevitch book is a really Do you feel his story's been told?
two days fo broadcast. beautiful example of that, about how T T
infernational aid workers actually

made things worse in Rwanda by aid-
ing the side that committed genocide.

His book's gotten e

a lot of publicity. But | think it'd be
cool to put a story on that scale with
these other stories. Also, { think we'd
be approaching it with a different
sensibility than those other shows.

So Im in the middle of

Gourevitch book,* and | just saw a
story in the Times about humanitari-
an aid in the post-cold-war era, and
it's just kind of stirring up ideas
about what is the good we're doing,
and where are we kidding ourselves.

Okay, let's do it. .50 we called Gourevitch up. and

then, you know, Alix had seen this
performance by Larry Steger, and
thought, oh, this could go in
\airzimari i\ aaN ez -

3
1

| heard Terry Gross do
an interview.

f it works, | think it would
make the show..great.

et

SR

Did she cover this?

S TNNRETINE

NSNS L NSl

= /b -
im &
gamm— il i ._ )
d '
No! é
— [ — o
8 We With to Mform You That Tomorrow We Will Be Killed With Our Families: Stories [rom Rwanda
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Story meeting. 10:42 Monday U/6. Four days and ten hours to air.

OK, OK, this week for "Do-Gooders,” here's what we've got: the blind
woman, which | guess | should listen to finally, which is 7ish, Canalou)
which is 30, and then Philip Gourevitch, which does have two parts in
it, one where he talks about the humanitarian aid being such a joke..

N— ﬁ_
1= sG]

wand another part where he talks about the guy who's like, um,
Humphirey Bogart in Casablanca, who really is an effective do-gooder.

.

[

o

And then the other things that are conten-
ders for the show are still the Larry Steger
story, and Spy Music, and the bag story..

{ mean, we don't have that much time..

w

realistically is like 16 to 18 minutes..

| 777 A 2]

TAVAVAVAVAVAVAY)" =
A

*

Once you get an idea going, things
start to glom on to it; you know, you
have a whole bunch of things, and
the length that it's gonna be starts
emerging, and some things drop out..

Yeah, | think we might want to try
to make room for Larry Steger. It's
A only six minutes.

A

Then that's the
whole show.

wand often, if they're good, they'l B
glom on to some other idea.

Uh, no. its not funny.

i

it's just a good entertaining story. /

it's very dark,

(7 =~ / 7 % ot
e v/ 7,
[ / / / Fl
— —_—
/}, :
A

"//'/’%/ This is going to be a really dark show.

Yeah. But whaddya expect? it's called "‘Do-Gooders.” You
thought maybe you were listening to a different vadio
show? ("Pimps”, however, is just gonna to be a laugh riot.)

of someone handing someone else
a sandwich, perhaps, | dunno.

A

radio-alG for PDF CS6.indd 11
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THE ART OF THE INTERVIEW

In February, fra and Julie went to fra, let's talk about interview- A lot of figuring out the interview is
Canalou for three days with Mary ing technique. You're known making a structure for what it's gonna
Wittenberg, who had pitched the story as a great interviewer. How {be. (1l go in with like two or three things
and knew the town, and taped 12 do you prepare for an I going for: | want the Whortons to tell
hours of material ("veally not very inferview? wie the story about what that happened
L much' according to iva). y (when they woved back fo Canalou...

{ want them to fell me why they think what hap-
pened happened, and there might be one other point.

Does that mean you — '_Msuallg, This American Life interviews—like our sfories—
don't really have Well, each thing might have like have two major sections: the narrative, and the
| specific questions? a willion little sub-points, where | reﬂecﬂons.l
i) want detaits and details and j : A DN
details—little moments that | ' o A awy
want them to be suve to cover. Yiesy s S j 3 ‘q, vy @},f‘
Big plot points : o rion -‘ Y, Y
b { want them ] 4 ¥ OCM{’?-
to talk about vi
—— (ﬁta W
Uéhﬂ B, C (ﬁ.ﬂ’ -

{ _Poééible details

IR \‘/W' ?,4,(" and details

f

But the main thing is, you want an overall plan that's — e and details Syt =
simple, so you can be flexible, so you can respond to the h "L‘;{“"}_ — : f:( ‘i.:ﬁ P‘:"B ! kﬁ;i:
things they say. Here've my notes for the interview. . wha Bty wlhs sthd -
Do you tell your No! Well, kind of. You need to pre- But how do- |
interviewees what pare them a little, tell them, like, And tell them not to be afraid to
the questions are this is going to take about an hour, interrupt! That's really important,
ahead of time? and we've going to cut it down to :

just a few minutes on the radio... %

~and ('m going to ask
vou about how you wet so-and—so, or whatever. And you
have fo try not to act nervous. They'll follow your lead.

10

Like, this great producer | worked with,
Keith Talbot, used to say that doing
an inferview is like a hosting a party.

radio-alG for POF CS6.indd 12 7/23/12 1:00 PM



It's your party, and your guest will follow your lead If you've wanting your interviewee to open up a bit and
as to how to act. If you've nervous, theyll be nervous, ) tell you something real, you can tell them a personal

story, and chances are they'll tell you one in response.
What if you've just not getting what you neef] % it's human nature. If someone opens up to you, you
trust them enough to open up in response. )
_% ( Well, the same thing.

7

Somehow (| can't see Terry Gross or And | agree you can go 0K, so once you get a surprising anec—]
Oavid Letterman using this technique. overboard but it has a place.| |dote, does that make an interview?
Well, ('ve talked to LF sounds sort of it helps. But it's not |
Tervy about it and manipulative. the only thing.
she hates this notion. ﬁ)

Oh, no, not at altt What's happening
is that we both relax enough that we

She says she's been interviewed by

people who tell so many of their actually have a real conversation. We're making a narrative, so you
own stories she starts to feel like He's sauing stuff, and 'm reacting, want the interviewee to lay out
they don't even need her there. and he's reacting to my reactions. the anecdote, step-by-step, in order.
When | was in Canalou, interviewing Jackie and Kenny, Which was a great mowent, it was very dramatic, but
Jackie told me the town got so hostile that someone she just lold us, she didn't show us. So in order to get
shot at their house. [ fo the heart of the story, | asked her:

So, so where were you standing? |

We were shot at, okay?

‘
o™

BAZOSERSATS

fa

—= 7 y= | |
The detectives out of Jeff City said it wasn't kids.
That this was a very adult thing. We weve shot at
from the top of the school With a rifle.

radio-alG for PDF CS6.indd 13 7/2312 1:00 PM



This is the first thing we
teach new reporters, right after
how to work the equipment.

J

Yeah, but like, you give the audience
1 something to picture as the story is
told, something 3-dimensional, and
it comes alive.

(8

] > A the shot was from right therve.
! g ¢ !
. S e ¢

>

Uh, that's sorta counterintuitive...

: " L —=1 | ]
|| was standing right here. And

\

1.7

-.J.:%a;

» e

NGRS
R

L/
i -
I
I S
So we've standing by ¥ AN e 2|
the kitchen sink. %] Yeah. | made cof-
: fee, fook my cup..

N r!’[/’.ﬂ'ﬂl-'//_/lmlf),"'
4] =

Have the person give you a tour of the key places in the
story, on tape, explaining the significance of each place.

And | turned and walked away and
got in the chaiv. And, um, | heard
something and then ( got in the
Lchair and then | heard something big, |

You heard some-
thing like what?

Like—( thought somebody threw
another beer bottle at the house.

So I'm looking around to see. And the next And

so where's the shot? J

worning Kenny goes out to take the

garbage. And he come in, and | noticed his

face was as white as a sheet and he start-

ed down the hallway and he come back.
N 22 ___,W?L!,;,gg:

T

N = ¢

And e said, "You'd better call
the police.” He said, "Somebody

n ordey, and
look how vivid everything suddenly gets—there's the "white as a

sheet”, and she gives me the actual words Kenny spoke, When you
get dialogue, you know you've arrived at the center, at ground zevo.

The shot came through
the bedroom, the voom
right on the other side.

It's a mess but {il show you.
'r,':// ey 77 MR 1

That's it, Ha ha ha.

Wow. You could put
your finger in it!

)

radio-alG for PDF CS6.indd 14

Well, yeah. | could put
my thumb in it. Ha ha..
| have small hands.
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Wow. Yeah, vou've right.
That's way more gripping.

Doesn't this get a little hot to handle
when you're there with the interviewee?
What're your obligations to them?

And, second, if | am going to say any-
thing critical about them, | say those
criticisms to their face, up front,

You're staging a little i
drama as you get the facts,

{ feel very protective of
the interviewees.

A

during the interview.

That sounds really hard._]

My obligation is first to understand

and document their point of view.

{t can be, but it's just sim-
ple fairness. You have to give them a

chance to respond to the criticism.

It also makes for better vadio. Their response
will be a dramatic moment on tape.

0K, so then
what?

TG SRS AN -

s
"ty

T

¥.

that people see y

: ur problems do .
you think have to do with the fact |8
as outsiders?

people and actually understood
what it is that they wanted?

-

The one other thing you need is a
reflection on what it all means. (
learned this as a tape cutter for
Noah Adams on Al Things Considered.

LA N
wwtw
A
[ 3

iy

You think people just don't like do-

gooders? That that's part of it?
7 o -~ BA I

He is the king of this. He loved doing these interviews

story they told, at some point...

(]
What's this say abo

AR

whe'd just start to try out
hypotheses on them, well, do you think it's this, or do

you think that people are like this in this situation, do
you think that people always do this..

with ovdinary folks, about this or that, but whatever

small-town Awerica?

ut

3401

7

[ 3

f

And eventually something would stick, and they'd say
something great, and we'd have an ending to the

interview, and we'd put it on A Things Considered, do
you know what | mean?

Do you think it's as simple as: there are

a

«and so to see anybody who isn't as
defeated, wakens all the feelings in them-
selves about, "well, | should be getting

- myself together?" So they feel bad, and

. L you've the reason, so they get mad at you?|

lot of people who

feel defeated
. (=

7

[

radio-alG for PDF CS6,indd 15

7/23/12 1:00 PM



Like, without that thing which says: in gen- But eventually something will stick. Like | said, vadio is a

eval, people, when they're in this situation, do > T peculiarly didactic
this, it veally, it just doesn't make sense in You ever hear this phrase, "No - |medium, unlike, for
the context of vadio. And some of these good deed goes unpunished? {____:T[ example, theater, or
questions just go absolutaly nowhere. o : e e | |comics, where some-
Has this changed your picture ol \ <1 | | 7 [thing can kind of hap-

o5 = |pen, and you're in a
.11 1| [|setting wheve people
| [will in/er the meaning.

/]

:’_ g n
GEA2Y ‘,l‘.f = £ T
et i R q—-l-"

';;

-

\Pa W

o{‘ whaf this countrg is?

Ha ha ha... "No good deed
goes unpunished?! Well, probably not. But
waybe we haven't done such a good deed

i

Mine? No! Nothing to do with ﬂr\e country.

This is America, man! If you don't like one for these people here. Not what they want-
place, you go somewhere else. Like the Bible | | ed, that's for sure. Maybe it's more what we
says, “You dust your heels off and go on. wanted than what they wanted.
The way we're used to listening to radio is: something What do you think it means that vadio has to spell out
happens, and then they say "here's why we're talking for listeners the significance of the stories it tells, but,
about this. Here's what it means.” in other art forms, that sort of thing comes across as
heavy handed? J
So you do this because
we're used to it this way? } §

g It's just another example of how
without the moment of reflection at the end, it loses / wiuch more fun it is to make radio
grandeur. Moving to the general statement takes you than to work in any other medium.
out of the province of bar story and inte the world of =
literature...you know, where you want to be (hee hee Just for that, Im drawing you without hair for the
heed..at least at this end of the radio dial! next page. Then we'll see what's fun.

INTERVIEWING LIVE

£ you're thinking about truing to do an
interview yourself, remember this: all
of the interviews uou hear on T4is

Think about when you are going to have the person tell
stories, and when you are going to, as Ira puts it, "deploy
them against them', r.e., when you are going to quote

things they have previously said or written back to them.

o~

) &

Never stop thinking about pacing. If an

American Life ave edited—~in the Ease of answer seems boring, politely move things .:’
ﬂ.r\e Car}alocal story, 12 hours of inter- along. Charm. Cajole. React with amazement (/i {+
views with five or ten people ended up when they say something amazing, Laugh if 3 Vi

being Vf’h"fﬂe"i down to about they'vre funny. Don't forget that YOU ave
16 winutes of quotes and part of the interview.

sound. {f you're not planning
to attempt editing (see further For reflections, Noah Adams once said
info about editing, pages 18-19 and that if you're thrown into an interview
computer editing tools, pages 20-20, situation under-prepared, one question that
keep these rules in mind: You aren't always works is: "What did you think this was
going to be able to cut anything boring going to be like like before you started, and

out, so structure your interview care- then what was it veally like?" This will

fully, Choose your sequence of events. almost always yield a great answer, because
it evokes two stories, and it evokes a lesson.
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WRITING: GETTING YOUR STORY STRAIGHT

So you're done with the interviews, you go home, and
then you do what with 12 hours of ..stuff?

What's a log?

A log is like a transcript, but less exact. You
don't need every wovd. You can type or hand-
write. The key is: You want to take notes on
what's in the tape without ever stopping it. |

First, you have to get contvol of the |
tape. It's veally easy to get over-

whelmed, fo lose sight of the story.

You have to whafﬂe 12 hours down to 16 or 20
winutes, so the first step is to LOG the tape.

(t's impossible to overstate how important it is to Have a word or phrase for each sentence. You'll need
take good notes if you're making radio. After all, this later, when you've editing, choosing which sentences
you're working in a medium which is just sound to keep. The log will be a map of what's there.

floating through the air. It's ether. Vapor. You need a T TR - oT) v

R have problems like big town s have these days.
representation—on paper~so you can see what the

| hell you've got and make hard choices. S0 15505 GREWUF HERE?

— yes for both of us.
DESCRIBE HOW TOWN WAS BACK THEN?
=" #sisskenny: the towsn was relaly a booming town, onm satur
1 - had to get here early to get place to park. had six grocery st
= four or five restaurants and come to town to visit, no tv ba ck

- : -—@ 4 then.

VISIT EACH OTHER?

— visit each other. play checkers, old men play checkers, old mf
would be visiting and kids would be playing untll two or three
rd — the morning.
== jackie: and they'd put us little ones Int he back of the cars to
sleep b/c we couldn't stay with them. they played rough.
| Logging an interview in real-time is one of the tests
\ you have to pass fo become a tape cutter on Fresh Air.
(t's one of the first things we teach our interns.
Logs are long. 119 pages for the Canalou story. So Then you just stare at your list, until it seews clear -[
next you go through and circle your favorite three or which piece of tape (or which script idea) should be
four moments from each interview. Then you take the first moment in the story, and which should be
out a clean piece of paper, and make a list of all the last. This is the Zen part.
- those favorite moments., T T

} | o Kewmy - odkd . 65
_ it Mo, 30 g

AC (& 774 | - —atw
w < =l | o ducd) o o Bk -
i n\ | ‘uf’q ot ﬁt&w #.'

1 Bred +Susan. ¢ lpF &.—(MPH

7/

i == _Mank Mot luguor- K mel. she0.
=5 =
r— e pm— . el
TR a0k Ionie n.\dn-..jadg(' _&e
For Canaloy, it was about i i Ik .', &
20. Suddenly—like magic—12 Suve, if you have | |~ " g P
hours of tape is veduced to a veally small = 2l Lo G
one page list, handwriting. Sl q And From that, you build an outline.
15
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Then you start writing. You choose and edit your final quotes at the 101-" all the surrounding
same time as you write the script. Some tips on writing for radio:

And when Kenny Whorton and his wife Jackie talk about what it was
like in Canalou when they were kids, it'| Notice how you tell the story when you teli
a dream, a town in an old black and whit| your friends. Notice the things you say, and
the order you say them. This paragraph is

in the story because whenever Julie told any-
one about Canalou, one of the first things
she found herself talking about was this kid.

tape -- :10 This was the place
the last four seconds of this]

tape -- :16 The old men ... give ou

When I pulled into Canalou, a 4-yr old who lives next door to the
Whortons was playing in a drainage ditch. These ditches line both
sides of every street in town, because there's no sewage system
here. Most people live in trailers, not regular houses. And some
people empty their septic tanks straight into these ditches, where
kids play. The day I arrived it had rained and the ground was
soft and muddy everywhere. Aan adult who'd let this four-year old
touch her a few weeks back had gotten a rash on her face that even
the doctors up in St Louis couldn't identify or cure.

This is the town Kenny and Jackie couldn't wait to get back to

Write the way you talk. if there's any phwrase | o come back and build a home here.
in your script that you wouldn't actually say
to a person in a real conversation at dinney, supervisor at McDonnell Douglas - the
e b e g [o Che suburbs ... raised tuo leids
would never cut it in a newspaper, Pis, sociations and the board of ed ... l:\nd
- ; ed back to Canalou, they'd try to bring
back some of the spimhey remembered growing up here in the
50's &'60's . maybe start a little league R;m;;wb;r ma::‘a'“rmﬂwl on
park with SWlngs and trees. ... but up a_gym wh have to keep raising a series of broader
ball ... the kinds of straightforward, innocen questions, woven into the storytelling.
hard to imagine anyone opposing anywhere

This-is the story of why they failed ... of why people did turn
their backs on the Whortons ... why three years of using every
skill they had - devoting energy and hope - only proved to them
that Canalou did not want to be improved ... and that something
had changed in this small town that would take a lot more than two
do-gooders to reverse.

Hopefully people hear this and wast lo know what happered. Moments like this
create suspense. Suspense, after all, is simply an unanswered question.

The key is to keep moving between different kinds of So we put in a scene whevre we heard people goofing
moments: funny scenes, emotional scenes, raising around at home: a kid does his Forvest Gump and
questions. After several minutes of people talking Sling Blade imitations; a woman talks wistfully about.
about how terrible Canalou is.. | | how great it'll be to grow old in Canalou,

7 Vs W
: =

j -.@, ‘ £ :J R S . 1::
—_ s} I 0 of /\-ﬂ =
S iy ~ Y

== = — =

needed a moment explaining

Julie and | felt strongly that we (
/)
what's good about the town. After { ‘ \ \

all, some people like it theve.

16
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Once you have a first draft, you run the whole thing by someone else. ..to imposing your will on what

You read them the script and play the quotes. They critique. On our the world is..And the danger of
show, | edit the producers' stories, and they edit mine. having a vision is that your
That transition to the last scene You know what the point of this Rl ok cloud your eyes about
makes no sense. The tape's scene is? In order to do good of any | L_ Wh“‘t i N9 anything,, 1o

will on what th

pretty but { have no idea why (m kind, you have to have a vision of iS.And the danger fehwori
that your vyisj Of hawvin
about what 1:_ion can cloug

hearing it. the way you want things.Theve's a
x ‘W—‘ vuthlessness to changing anything... | -
N _ b A
= S5

1lq:he bast wag to D
ere 40 years saw

the town

e
=~ S

2) Location location location. You need quiet. No
noisy fans, no music or TV playing in the back-
First of all, equipment: for broadcast quality record- ground, no street noise, nothing that'll make it hard to edit
ings, you'll need a recorder and a wicrophone (built-in later. Avoid echoey vooms. A carpeted living room is ideal

wics won't cut it). [ And wear headphones so you can be sure the recording's O

Shall we do our inter-
view in this restaurant?

Shall we do our inter-
view in wy hotel room?

g

Iy

They're expensive to rent ($30-$100), but if you're
volunteering at a public radio station, you might be able to
borvow the gear. f you've buying, some good models are the
Marantz PMD 222 ($370) or the Sony TC-06 ($800—this
is the one we use). Acceptable mics: Beyer MSE ($160),
Electrovoice RESO ($170), Audio Technica AT835B ($200, a
shotgun wic; harder to use, but the one we use). There are B
other good recorders, including winidisc and DAT vecorders. ===

3) Get in close. The single biggest factor in making a good Wiy is it so important to get close? Make a recording
recording is proper mic placement. You can make cheap with the mic &', 8" and 12" from your mouth. Listen. When
equipment sound good if you do this fight, Hold the mic 34| | the mic's closer, your vecordings sound richer, with more

inches below the interviewee's mouth, just below the chin frequencies present, with less of the hum of the voom.
Yes, you'll feel weird getting this close fo a stranger's face.

But you must, Be brave! Now | will demdnstyate the car-
tooning skills that inspived me to hire Jessica for this job:
s LT ; o _/"5"_"‘«\

\Z

SN T Yol RN ‘| | 4) More mic placement. When you ask a question,
e N ARSI RSN point the mic back at yourself. Otherwise, the question
Keep the mic below the mouth: if it's 4" away, but won't be loud enough on tape. At the end of the
divectly in front of the mouth, the air coming out of interview, record a half minute of room sound, without

the interviewee's mouth will make annoying "p-pops.” anyone talking; you'll need this for editing.

*For further information about and links for taping, see the TAL website: www.thistife.org
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EOITING: THE INVISIBLE ART

If you've trying to make something that sounds like the
interviews or documentary stories on T4is American Life,
you have to edit the sound. (t's not as hard as you
wight think, In fact, editing is one of the great pleasures
of working in vadio. It's easy to go into a kind of trance.

5,33”'

[on good minidisc decks you can do basic editing but nothing
too subtle. And there's lots of good software that lets you
edit cheaplg on a normal home computer (see pages 20-20

3
¢ 1

Young lra cutting
tape at NPR.

But whichever system you use, when you're editing people
talking, there ave certain basic vules. First, you have to
preserve the riythm of normal speech. When we speak,
we normally say a sentence, and then we breathe, and
then we say another sentence. Then we breathe again.

ey

E"t:", Aalp

=

You can edit sound on reel-to-veel tape, using a razor
blade to literally cut sentences out of your story.

This is a section of Philip Gourevitch's interview, loaded into the editing software we use at This American Life. On
the computer, sounds and words are graphically represented as waveforms, and edits ave also visible, as vertical
lines, Pauses are flat sections of line, and breaths are small waveforms. Notice wheve the breaths fall: often at
the ends of sentences, but sometimes in the middle.

“Literally, literally, there | [‘private organ- ‘private ovganizations, |=Erme) A merican Refugee

were scoves, perhaps izations.." | mruﬂ.‘\mg from... lieaning fhmgs like 000 the World.." Commiﬂ'ee, International

wore than a hundred..” 7 "’"s Without Borders..” |, Rescue Committee..”
T i M [Toveatta e

T

L DT T F e MMQ Ridenttn B oed

[breati]| | There were

‘ [pause] ' I[br!ﬁfh]l [ What we're golﬂg to cuf._l wany smaller..’

I you remove a phrase or a sentence, you have to keep the rhythm natural Usually that means keeping a breath
after each sentence, at the edit points. Sometimes you have to try different breaths, to see which one sounds

wore natural Your edit points are almost always at the very beginning of a word (after a pause or breath) or at
the very end of a word (before a pause or breath.

“There were many "You lhiad Caritas from & | [ ™ W cam ' n
Literally, I.terall:. LA ?":":'::rgm- i_—l smaller private organi- or 7 different countries, | | w.t:gfaﬂ: :‘ a;s‘
WEYE: SCoves, pernaps Eee um.- | | zations and church- you had World Vision..” | |

ious edits.

-(—-{Tha edit we just maTl : {pause]

Hhan & bund t E
wore than a hundred W vased ...,,,. ath] [Pausel

‘it was..it was.."

Second, there's a difference between a pause and a breath. Sometimes an interviewee will finish an important
point, take a quick breath, but then rush on to the next idea. If you insert a pause—just the sound of the room—
before the breathi—or replace the breath with a pause, then their big idea will vegister more clearly with the
listener. Heve we inserted a pause to emphasize a particularly apt and chilling analogy.

“In this regime, the humanitarians were ; .
treated vather like the service staff at a ' r“‘;” i “‘":m’: e
seedy, Maﬁa-occupued hotel’ f?""'se] Q00 wedicine: ’ Fewarss

mﬂm i PP —-“—-—-ﬂ-fi-« i

Philip Gourevitch is one of the best interviewees possible. He has surprising and moving stories to tell, and many
urgent and thoughtful things to say about those anecdotes. It took Nancy and Jorge two full days to choose
among the many stories and ideas, and fo shorten anecdotes heve and theve.

18
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One of the most striking things about watching the
producers at This American Life work is just this, the
editing process—the sound of the interviewee's voice,
saying bits and pieces of the same thing, over and
over, for days on end...

3:06 Tuesday 4/6: thee days, four hours to aiv. The fierce-
ness of the attention they pay to the minutest details of
the tape is truly amazing to witness, While | watched,
Nancy fixed an “um’ of the wrong pitch that made the
edited \ist of aid organizations sound, well, edited.

=
7235 Literally, literally, there were scores, ah, the |t there were ma..
4 S perhaps wore than a hundred private there were ah, there were
L4 organizations, ah, there were many... many sm.. = many smaller...
{ L] ==
{ ' Ilf‘ 2 . £/ 4
=] 3 N = 7
; \Sl N =e
—~ 2 /’ -
i 7
There's just something Zzati
about the timing of this [ =Crganizasons .
that seems wrong Yeah, it's a, it's b @ 2, theve were many...
a tough..l...

was the producers hone and
polish the interview, bringing out the essentials while
jettisoning anything redundant or off the point.

-
7 wmahi

Aside from anuthing else, they are capable of dis-
cussing the organization of ten or twelve selections of
tape out of an hour-plus-long interview without vefer-
ving to their notes, quoting back long sections of dia-
logue in order to make a point, and of listening to the

same minute-long snippet wore times than (| think
you want to know about. N k [

. . GoES Hw-.,ugh here l

wganizations..

7

wthere were

many smaller... alh, there were

T—) wmany sm.

wahm, there were many..

Mwmwm. There we go.

As an observer, it's hard to understand how they can
remain enthusiastic about a story after having lis-
tened to it continuously for four ten-hour days in a
vow, but they do, which either says something about
the tupe of person who's cut out to be a radio pro-
ducey, or, possibly, the Zen-like trance lra claims edit-
ing can cause one to go into.

- e~
This is, like, a veally

S
D\
small thing... %“;

\f R ——

~private organizations, ahm, there were
wany swaller Christian organizash...

it's just that the "akh’ was at a different pitch...

it's just | think
the alim” works
better.

N a hundred private organizations, ahm, there were
many smaller Christian organizations and church-based
organizations, you had Caritas from six or seven different
countries, you had World Vision and the international Red
Cross, the United Nations agencies, it was really...

radio-alG for PDF CS6.indd 21

That one..

" Again, this is just a
7~ ~an | small...it just, like,
- /,/: [l| happens so quickly..

No, that's
cool, this...
= B ] =
-7 ~World Vision and the
9, International Re...

4

”~
e

—

it gave me a hell of
a lot of trouble.
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MAKE RADIO AT HOM

wiry

TECHNOLOGY!

Once you've recorded your
tape (following taping hints,

So, if after reading this far, you think you want to try to make a radio page 1), you will need certain simple
story, think about this: home computers and webpages can be your best equipment to continue.
friends when you want to edit, or just disseminate your work.
e p :
Z A,.
Z 153 /f '
(=
‘\i:! For tips on editing
sound, | tumed to Eric
Nuzum*—the program .
=3 . divector at WKSU in = el
Kent, Ohio—who's pro- | = N | b
vided veporters with o | ==
laptop computers fully U
= equipped—cheap'—For Whether you plan to just put the whole
- recording, editing, mix- tape on the web, or you want to try edit-
Z\ ing and then emailing ing it down, you have to corwert your cas-
; \1 / their radio stories to sette tape (analog) info a computer sound
7 N ;\((( s WKSU (as MP3 files). file (digital), For that you will need:

1) A computer, the more recent and
faster the better, but models up to
five years old will probably do. (However,
vemember that sound takes up a LOT
of strorage space, so you'll need a very
large and evpty hard drive, or another
large storage device)

my Mac S
i whi— .
o
@ g’ (5] "
7
—— |

2) i you have a Mac, it's already
sound-ready. f you have a PC,

3) Sound-in (microphone) and
sound-out (headphone) jacks on

Finally, software. This part's the most
complicated, partly because there are so
many choices, To begin with, try some
of the free- and shareware options,
since buying software will cost you
between $300-$3000, and you don't
even know if you bke editing yet.

you'll need a sound card.

4) A cord to cornect the headphone
Jack on your tape deck to the sound-in
Jack on your computer, and ancther
cord to connect the computer's sound-
out jack to the microphone jack on
your tage deck. Look for that kind of
stuff at someplace like Radio Shack.
On computers, the jacks are often
1/8"—that's walkman size.

P -
~ “
2V =
ANV 7 L gy
—~— )

Most of what's available for cheap has
a limited number of tracks, lke eight
instead of 24, Eight tracks are all you
should ever need to edit a professional-
quality radio piece with music, anyway.

The process: Digitize

your tape. In gereral, you do this by

The key is to find something that fits your needs as well as
your system. On Evic’s suggestion, I'm using Pro Tools Free,;
which has eight tracks, to edit on my Mac, You can get this
at www.igidesigncom. There is a version of Pro Tools for
PC, but it's a bit more complicated to learn, and so Eric
prefers Cool Edit 2000 [$69; www.cooledit.com]

ging the sound out jack on your tape player into the sound
in jack on your computer, opening your recording software,
pressing play on the tape deck, and then pressing record on
your computer screen. The piece will take as long to record
onto the computer as it takes to play ("real time").

(A KB PR : g : -
/’% ay y k{}i / h Eﬁg CH55
VK -

_=L \ / / :

Eric usually gives Cool Edit to his news reporters who
are completely new to digital editing. There are other
programs, and you may find that your particular com-
puter configuration means that you have to look around
on the web for a dif ferent option, and, well, improvise,

*For move editing hints from Eric Nuzum, check www.thisamericanlifeorg Also, look for
his first book, Parental Adw'mryf Music L‘m.mr;/rip in America, from Harper Colins.

20
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When you've done, you'll have a big, huge file that looks,
in the window on the screen, like a chain of beads.
Those "beads” are words and sounds.

I
|
I
|
|
|
|
I
I
I
I
|
I
I
]
|
|
|

Once you've got the tape on the computer, if you're doing
an unedited story, you can skip to the part about putting
it on the web. If you've editing, reemember these few rules:

0 Editing sound is a lot like editing text: The waveform
bumps are the equivalent of spoken words, and you can
cut and paste them just like in a word processing program.

2) Always remember to vespect natural speech patterns
(sentence-breath-sentence) and retain those breaths
when you move sentences avound.

3) Whatever program you've using—obviously, and
seriously—read the manual You're going to be on
your own with the details of how the program
works, and if you start by reading the manual, you
will make your life much easier.

When you've edited to your heart's content, you can
vecord the finished piece back onto a cassette (by
reversing the “digitizing the sound” process), or you can
convert it to some other format and put it on the web.

PR

s bl e 14 P
it emliaiuals il

1]

sz

The old standard for sound files on the web was

RealPlayer [wwwirealaudio.com), which is freeware. Now
you've got Windows Media Player and MP3 (which provides
higher-quality audio), among other things, so there's no
way to cover everything, but here are some basics.

Whichever format you choose, you have tofconvert
your digital audio file into that format. You will need
the'encoder” software to do that. Obviously, each for-
mat has it's own encoder, but theve's usually a free
version available, For MP3, check an MP3 website [like
www.mp3.coml] for info and software.

MP3 is a format that does not require anything
special of your server, but the listener will have fo
download the whole thing before playing it. (And, of
course, for any format, your listeners will have to have
the applicable “veader” or ‘plauer” software).

Vi

= W / X

I order for RealAudio and Windows Media Plauer t
work at maximum capacity, they require your server to
have a special configuration: something that might be
hard to find and will almost cevtainly cost you a fee.
What uou get for that, though, is "streaming”: the listen-

er can hear the piece while it is downloading.
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PUTTING MUSIC TO WORDS
6:32 Friday 41, 28 minutes to air.

Let's do that again. | was timing off um,

the counter, but it, you know what | mean,| [ . rwo... thar
weans | stasr §N

she ends two seconds before the end.

OK. =

Hold on

=4
HOu|wae

Plenty of
time,

This music we've using, as is often the case
on the show, begins with a "'vamp”, which is a
non-melodic wotif, say it's 12 seconds long,
and then the song's real melody comes in.
We start the vamp while a person talks...

{ wasn't thinking
about the time!

Nothin' but time, baby.
We got time ta boin!

P

P 'm doing it so that
guitar will come up
= when she gets done

seconds be{‘ore the
end of the quote
(watching the timers on
the machines), so that
the woment they stop
talking, the melody hits.

This is like..When | do a speech or something,
| always have a full radio set-up. And when |

do this live, in front of an audience, it's a
spontaneously exciting moment of theater...

| mean, this show's got Pan Savage and David Sedaris, Scott
Carrier and Sarah Vowell. And Philip Gouvevitch. And fva.

These are intelligent,
insightful, wetl-spoken
people, Funng and deep,

\"tub

What move do you P
ﬂeed7 lra’

'people actually
applavd when |
demonstrate this.
it's amazing.

wore than just
two guys talking

i i s
To my surprise, this is actually true. Even Philip
Gourevitch can use a little outside help. With music, his
words ring with truth, sound heroic and urgent.
Without it, he's a smart guy talking about some stuff.
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With music, his points are divided into sections, his wost
important statements highlighted. When he finishes pre-
senting an idea, the music plays for six of seven sec-
onds, and you can just ponder. {t gives you time to

understand him better.

Finally the
killing was
brought to a
halt by a rebel
army within
\Rwanda, and

Hitat had been
going out over

whad been previously: kill all the Tutsi, join in the killing.
Now it was: Flee. Join in the exodus. And really close to
a million and a half or two million people fled Rwanda
in the largest and fastest mass exodus..

So what do
you think?

way that's not so helpful for scoring: it's very long, he
_ doesn't tell a lot of specific, discrete anecdotes, and
there's a lot of changing of scenes.

2:36 Wednesday U/7: two days, four
hours, and 26 minutes to air: Alix is
teaching Jorge how to score a piece,
using the Philip Gourevitch interview.

o\
Crow

It can be havd to under-
stand, and it's hard to pick
where you should divide it
up by bringing in music.

Sometimes there're obvious music
cues, like, somebody will introduce a
new character, or they'll talk about
some event, or some feeling, and
you bring in music which speaks to
that in some way.

where there isn't an obvious cue, and
create a beginning. We start music

where a sequence of action begins or
starts to build. It adds to the drama.

«wand you always take out the music
when there's a big idea that you real-
ly want people to pay attention to.
You lose the music so it stands out.

fo le

trial and
ervor, but, like, it is so profoundly
true: if there is music under a
person speaking, and then it stops,
whatever is said next is really
powerful, it sounds more important.

it's like shining a
light on it.
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FCC-AFPPROVED
ANL OTHERWISE

| don't think there's a conscious
effort to bring in community
members, but within the last week,
we probably got ten calls from

COMMUNITY RADIO:

With an eye to figuring out just how straightforward it would be to actually get
on the vadio, | visited two Chicago community-oriented radio stations. One was

WHPK, the station attached fo the University of Chicago. The other was Free
Radio West Town, a pirate (or; the preferred term, micro-powered radio) station.

U i

It's part of HPK's mis
sion statement to
have non-students

TR K T r‘r“”"nnl‘l,}l M

viable 24 hours a day, ;.\
365 dags a year.

peaple who wanf to do shows.

People who are w.lhng fo “

|‘ A\ come in Christmas day,
ik e \\ who are very dedicated.

Ben is one of two OJs responsible for Pure Hype, a
show where bands play live from WHPK's studio.

4 | Sandra just ended her one-year
stint as station managev.

This year, we invited the candi-
dates for alderman in the Hth

and 6th wards to do interviews.
That was great. We're hoping to
do more of that. iy

Pure Hype tries to play 60% local
music. Even when the music isn't
incredible, it's great to hear this
local stuff; it's really important.

Arkansas Red is the D) of a very popular blues and REB show on WHPK,

When | moved to Chicago in 1973, | could see
that vadio lacked..where | come from in
Arkansas, all we listened to was the blues. (
thought, maybe | can play something ( like, and
maybe somebody else will like it too. in 1985, |
just came over to WHPK and asked did they
need someone fo play blues, and they said yes.

The music that | play, the talk | do along with it, sometimes the regular callers—
someorie will call in and say | wonder how is so-and-so, | haven't heard from them
in a while, And if one of the listeners passes, { go to the funeral, | announce it on
the aiv, and a lot of listeners feel just as sad as if they knew the person

Dave, row a grad student at University of | A
(llinois, dropped out of Columbia University | [
to go to a city where he could hear Chicago

Conceivably 'd g |
do a show if | | |- , ' |
got a teaching| || |

Blues every night—

There was only one city

Jjob elsewhere,
WA but it wouldn't
be the same.

Evil Show, on HPK at
the time. | started
hanging out with the
0J, and when he left
town, maybe 3

years later, | was

his successo. l've
been doing the

show for 1l years.
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| The older
Nblack audience
on the South
Side is the
wmost sophisti-
cated blues
audience in
the world.

When { first start-

ed doing the show,

| was surprised at
I the sense of commu~
nity. This interest that
seewed so esoferic was
actually popular music.
These performers were
obscure in my world,
stars to these people.
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"But although it started a year ago, the com-
munity involvement has grown enormously
very recently. We just expanded our schedule:
5 pwm. to | am. Mon. and Tues,, and we're
hoping to upgrade to a 60-watt transmitter”

NEZAW Yeah, we have fo use
Ml fake names. It is
technically iflegal. | just
wioved from Blooming-
ton. | was a d) at the
community radio sta-
tion there. The actual
town ran the station. (t
was amazing. | worked
with people who had
had shows for years. |
got a lot of ideas from
the record library theve.

Accovding to the spiritual head So let's take a moment to
(hey, the station's transmitter acknowledge his generosity in
sits on a milk crate at the foot not holding a grudge against
of his bed) of FRWT, "Colin Sick", public radio, and talking to me.
Class 0 licenses, for stations
under 100 watts, were scrapped
by the FCC in '79, largely due to
lobbying by NPR and NAB [Nat'
Association of Broadcasters] to
increase ‘professionalism” on the
airwaves. 2

We've been on the air for just
over a year. initially, it was main-
ly we, Toxic Cloud=—who's in Paris
right now, but will be back—and

L el Goma, who moved to Boston. J

We did a survey, and found five
spots on dial with three vacant
frequencies in a vrow. Then we
cross-referenced them with
FCC's website. That was handy!

it's havder to do and sometimes a bit )
boring when uyou only have your own
record collection to draw on. This

{ went fo an illegal party over on
Chicago Avenue a couple wonths ago..
a guy was passing out flyers saying

there might be slots. At this point, l've
been here a little over a month Maybe
radio didn't exactly occur to me before...

| love vadio—| saw a flyer for the sta- 4
tion at the Autonomous Zone [a local wbut | had a very strong desive to be
anarchist community center], called a involved in music. It was like a pipe-
phone number and met "Colin Sick™ at dream for me, and then this guy
the Hollywood Grill for an interview. hands we a flyer.

The educational band, down at 1
the low end of the dial, was
way way too full.

Thevre're companies that will sell the Oh, cool!
equipment mail order; it's not too
hard to get. t's not illegal to sell it,

4

just to use it! “Cotin™ The
hotline's ringing!

| "
ot
; NE o T

How does it
work?

There's a flyer
over the phone with
instructions on it..

J "
ML
ol B A\

A lot of the equipment was donated:
FM veceiver and turntables, speakers.

The broadcasting setup, the transmit-| il £ \ | “. ‘: ::: :'I WY

ter, power supply, the antenna, the . el
SWR [standing wave ratio]l meter, [} l' ni \
coaxial cable, compressor limiter, that LT wa |

was all under $1000: student loan Il Ne aoat il
money (but {m not saying whose!). e T

*For some micro-powered (pivate) radio resources, see the TAL website: www.thislife.org 26
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FROM THE TOP, TAKE 2
&:22 Friday 4/9: 38 minutes to air

Ah, the computer is
prone to crashing.

So it's rolling on to a
DAY, so you can..

air, and the c‘ap it
recorded, and the biggest

-
Because it's a 33 minute piece, and if
they don't start rolling off..they
have like five minutes to roll off.

— .

That's nd really great;
that's na 9f'mf.

«(sigh)..OK, so starting with six..0o
you see a pen? An actual pen?..here...

it makes
me feel sick.

And then this is a ten second..uh,
this is ten seconds to the post?

From WBEZ Chicago—and Public
Radio International—it's TAis
American Life, Im Ira Glass.
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The top of the show—that five-winute-or-so intro-
duction Ira does each week—is recovded ahead of
time, but sometimes not much ahead of time.

[} I
’Tgrew up on a daily
news show. That's
normal to we. That's
what m used to.
There's no slack in
the

{

For a while we tried to not do T4is Amertcan Life \ive; we
went on the air locally on Friday and then put it up on
the satellite a week later. But then we didn't take the
initial broadcast seriously. It was like an art project—um,
| not that there's anything wreng with an art project...

it was common to
get a feed that

needed editing and
ixing 20 minutes
before it went

1
I

Doing it so close to the edge~Ffor better or
worse—makes it feel like a real vadio show.

Now it's like, when
we broadcast the
show, at that
exact mowent-—

—OUr voices are
going into

You know when a deadline isn't
real, and when it is.

] i ”
_ =/
-.r ) ————— :; @—_\\ = ":/ f—._“

On the other hand, we normally try to record the top
of the show by 5:00 on Friday. It's a lot easier to
read the script if there's less pressure.

For "Do-Gooders,” lra and Alix finished recording the
top at about 20 minutes to air, and Alix finished the
edit at about four minutes to aiv, (and had missed
one stumble in Ira's reading, which would be fixed
before the ve-broadcast on Saturday, but still caused
her to lose sleep on Friday night).
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The top is the biggest section of the show that's mixed
live—meaning that all the music is brought in and cut
out, and all the quotes—"actualities” in radio-speak—are
plaved by hitting buttons and sliders on the conscle, not
by orchestrating everything on a computer screen

tronically, the story that became the top of the Do-Gooders

show, finished at four minutes to seven on Friday YA, was
the story that got the whole idea for the show rolling in
the first place, back in January: the Blind Woman.

27
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TO GET ON THE_(PUBLIC) RADIO [~

Many people you meet in public radio started by working at a station for free.

Or interning. | did both, | worked at a college station, where { learned the

rudiments of cutting audio tape and using the equipment. The technology's so

simple, you can learn the basics in just a few weeks.

=PIy iy

Then ( got an

Washington, making 30 and &0-second promos. That led
to a paid job when | was 20, with a guy whose job was to
invent new ways to do radio documentaries, Keith Talbot.

internship at NPR's headquarters in

D <
¢ o ]
3 T 9 et

e

Lorery
4

-~
-

) .
After a few years as a tape
cutter at NPR, ( decided to
learn to write and veport for
the vadio. | again worked for
free, this time on the all-volun-
teer news staff at the Pacifica
station in Washington, WPFW.

The absolute fastest way fo a paid |
job at NPR in Washington is to learn
to edit reel-to-veel tape. Because so
few people know how to cut tape,
there's always a demand for decent
tape cutters to fill in for people who
ave sick, vacationing, on assignment,

For a long time after that, | was a
freelance veporter. But it took me
so long to do each story that |
couldn't make a living at it. So |
supported myself as a temp typist,
two or three days a week (and
actually loved it, loved it, loved it).

)

or promoted.

p

LIy

N

It's a fun, great job, and once you
fill in for a while, you become more
qualified for the full-time jobs at
NPR than any outsider ever could be.

That's pretty much how everyone on
the show got their start in public
vadio, just by sort of being around.

»

g

!gi&\

L

4]

-
it

B LA

= =

Ira did his infernship, Julie and |
both did internships, but then after
the internship you just sort of keep
showing up, keep presenting yourself,
"here | am, here | am again' And
that's why Alix's story is so perfect.

She saw some little notice in the paper,

one-sentence thing, that said that (, me, lra, was going to start a

vadio show. She says she saw this little

up her fingers with the space of two or three lines of text between
| them at this point in the story..

literally like this tiny, little,

window—and she always holds
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So she called him, velentlessly, for, | don't
know, two or three weeks, and finally they
spoke in person, and then he said, you
know what, | appreciate your interest, you
seem like a competent person, but | just
don't know what | would have you do.

“‘QA

And she says “this is the
window that | will climb
through,” or crawmt thvough,
{ think is the word she
used, "to get to this life
that | want to make for
muself” and then she
just willed it to happen.
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And so finally | called fra up and said 'l need to know if o

you are going to give me this internship.” And Ira said No, (/)4

| have no idea what | would do with you. No." D\ é,
AR 1= | remember saying, okay,

back and sauing no, you really need
an intern, | know you're going to
need an intern, and even hung up the
phone and called him back later and

lf «and she just kept going back and
7
4

———— W bs fine. And | hung up said you know what, (m just going to
the phone. And then | come down there and be your intern,

vemember sitting on the and then as far as (| heard, she did.

couch in my kitchen. And
{ just—he'd just been the
only thing | wanted to do.
For months, It was the
only thing t could imagine
doing. It just didn't seem
possible that it wasn't
going to happen.

So | just called lra back and said, okay, here's the
deal tw gonna come in for two weeks. And at
the end of the two weeks, you can send me away.

And you know, Ira just kind of ( mean, as it turned out she was just { think that one of the
couldn't say no. And then she phenomenally precocious. She just problems of public radio is
just made herself totally indis- worked tremendously hard and caught on that only people who have
pensable. [t's the perfect getting- | | very very quickly and created her own some sort of financial
a-job-in-publicradio story, but it's stule of doing things very very quickly. | stability, either of their own,

also so much better than fhaf...J or more likely, their parents,
= . can afford to take this route.

But there are a couple things about Alix's

story that makes it something (m hesitant
because it's a story that you wanf] | to have people take to heart. One is that shel
to be true, and it actually is true, | fwas able to do that only because she had
like the starlet who gets picked saved up some money and didn't actually |
while she’s just having a sundae. | |need an income for the next six months. { think that's a real flaw.

¥ you'vre thinking about getting
into this, you should just assume
that for the first year or two
you're not going to make enough

wum, and the other thing is, | «Nor do { recommend it as a good
don't encourage people to stalk us. way of getting involved, and I'm not
1 just want to say that anybody just saying that because it encour-
reading this in here, in the comic ages stalkers, but because { think
book, just please don't stalk us. that persistence is great but ( also money to live on. You have to take
think that NOT everyone's going to this as the cost of learning..

get hired this way, and there are

other ways to get experience. Q

7
rs 7 1 -

T

i../

Figure at least it's cheaper than
A ) grad school. After that, you'll
program where you get paid well for 2% N have the skills to support
learning radio. Details on our web page.| o | : yourself in radio.

o —
X

e
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bl

IS LLAL]

radio-alG for PDF CS6.indd 31 7/2312 1:.00 PM



FROM THE TOP, TAKE 3

And then, finally, on Friday at &:58 exactly, the public
radio satfellite is put at the disposal of This American Life.

7 Y e
At that moment, the studio is often full of visitors,
watching, hoping they don't have an irvesistible urge to
cough at the wrong moment, excited to see how the
whole thing works. And here is how it works:

First, lva plays a tone for a minute and 50 seconds. This
lets stations that are recording set the proper level on
their tape machines. At 7:00 exactly, he plays the DAT of
the show's opening (the top’), then the DAT of the first
story—about Kenny and Jackie. As the story plays, he and

Sarah Vowell discuss what song to put on when it ends.
|

Bob Dylan, "Highway
6l Revisited.

Thirty-three minutes later, Jackie and Kenny's story ends.
Ira plays the song that he and Savah have just chosen
Next, he reads the script that goes into the 1D break,
pauses a second, plays 69 seconds of ID-break music for
local announcements, pauses for a second, and reads the
next intro (to the Gourevitch story, in this case) live.

pockets and plane tickets overseas. That's in a minute, from
Public Radio International, when our program continues.

You know, when you spell out how the show is made, it
sounds almost formulaic—an anecdote, some bigger idea,
another anecdote, a few seconds of music—but on the
aiv, it doesn't feel like a formula.

Well, that structure—and all the rules here—they're
just the bare frame of a stage on which the people
and ideas of a show can take place. We stretch and
break these rules all the time. But they give us a
framework to think about what we're doing.

The key to the whole thing isn't structure. in fact, the sim-
pler the structure, the more space you have to follow your
curiosity, to work in the moments and quotes that give
you pleasure, or evoke some feeling in you, or amuse you.

pages giving away all the secrets to the show and now
you tell me that you're still basically on your own and
have to follow your own instincts to make radio?!

Well, yeah! A group of people with diffevent personalities

than ours could take the same ideas about structure and

writing and editing, and make a show that's way sassier

than ours, or way more emotional, or way more reverent.
oumiiEs.

The key is to express your own personality. Radio is
boring when the people on the air just want to sound
like everyone else. The people who are the most fun to
listen to—from Paul Harvey to Terry Gross—they sound
only like themselves. Everyone should try it.

30
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THIS
AMER

ICAN
LIFE

FROM WBEZ

TECH UPDATE FROM PP. 20-21

Most of the technical information on those pages is
still relatively accurate, with one notable exception:
recording has gone digital, not just editing. No one
really records on tape anymore. There are lots of
digital recorders out there, ranging in cost from a
couple hundred bucks into the thousands. You can
even record good sound on most smartphones now,
with mic attchments. In 2012 we use Marantz PMD
661 recorders, which cost about $600. A few good
mid-range options are made by Zoom.

There are also new free editing platforms, including
Garage Band, Audacity and more. Ask a young per-
son - seems like they just know how to make media
at birth these days. Cool Edit, referenced on p. 20, is
now known as Adobe Audition. And Eric Nuzum, who
recommended that software, is now Director of
Programming and Aquisitions at NPR.

Web audio has gotten more advanced: RealAudio
has faded, mp3 is dominant, and streaming on
demand is replacing downloading. Services like
SoundCloud (basically YouTube for Audio) make
hosting files easy. And platforms like the Public
Radio Exchange (PRX) make it easier for your sto-
ries to find their way to the airwaves. Podcasting is
huge in public broadcasting: at the time of this writ-
ing, seven of the top ten iTunes podcasts are public
radio shows. The podcast and streaming audience
for This American Life is about half of that on the
radio, and growing.
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STAFF

In April 1999 (when this comic was written) This
American Life was produced by Ira Glass, Julie
Snyder, Alix Spiegel and Nancy Updike, with help
from Todd Bachmann, Jorge Just and Sylvia Lemus.

The 2012 staff includes producers Alex Blumberg,
Ben Calhoun, Sarah Koenig, Jonathan Menjivar,
Lisa Pollak, Robyn Semien and Alissa Shipp. Julie
Snyder is now the show’s Senior Producer. Seth
Lind is the production manager. Emily Condon is the
office Manager. Adrianne Mathiowetz runs the web-
site.

THANKS

Marketing help from the friendly folks at Public Radio
International. Legal advice from Bennett Epstein.
And many thanks to the public radio stations across
the country who have supported us through thick
and thin.

LISTEN

You can hear the “Do Gooders” show you've now
read about—or any other episode of This American
Life—for absolutely free, at:

www.thisamericanlife.org

You can also find out how to find the show on a
radio station near you, subscribe to our free podcast,
download our mobile apps, or purchase merch.

KEEP LEARNING

You might also look at Transom.org, which is a
website devoted to putting tools into people’s hands
to make interesting radio stories. It not only has a
ton of basic information about the tech side of things;
it's the only place where radio newbies get to chat
with experienced radio oldtimers like Scott Carrier,
David Isay, Joe Richman and Jay Allison.

ONE MORE THING

WBEZ management oversight by Torey Malatia, who
walks through the This American Life offices every
day saying:

TOU, GO
can stay,

© Jessica Abel, Ira Glass, and VWBEZ 1999, 2002, 2004,
2006, 2008, 2012, Sixth printing, February 2012.
Reproduction without permission is forbidden.
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rA About the cartoonist

F &

| Cartoonist and writer
Jessica Abel is the author
s of two textbooks about
~ making comics written in
collaboration with her
husband, the cartoonist
Matt Madden: Drawing
- Words & Writing Pictures,
and Mastering Comics.
She's also the creatior of
the graphic novel La
Perdida (Pantheon
. Books) and co-writer of
' the graphic novel Lifl
Sucks (First
Second Books).
Previously, she
published
Soundtrack and
Photo by Seth Kushner Mirro,; Window
(Fantagraphics Books), two collections that gather sto-
ries and drawings from her omnibus comic book
Arthabe, which she published between 1992 and 1999.

Abel won the Xeric Grant, and both the Harvey and Lulu
awards for "Best New Talent” in 1997; La Perdida won
the 2002 “Best New Series” Harvey Award. She teaches
at New York’s School of Visual Arts. Madden and Abel
are also series editors for The Best American Comics.
They live in Brooklyn with their two children.

Find out more at:
jessicaabel.com and dw-wp.com
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This comic is dedicated to Matt, with
appreciation for his help, both con-
crete and ephemeral, his unwavering
support, and his patience throughout
this long process. With love.
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[continued From inside front cover] —l

r

A few basics: Typically, we'll work on a episode of our
show for three or four months before it makes it

onto the air. For most of that time, we've just collect-
ing stories. We'll consider 16 or 20 story ideas, and

start collecting interviews on six or seven of those stories,
before we finally settle on the three or four that make

it into the show. The First time the Do-Gooders show A=
came up in a story meeting was January Hth, 1999,
The show aired April 9t

Our work week begins with a story meeting on Monday morning
and ends when we feed the show on the public radio satellite on
Friday night at 7:00 Chicago time. That time is Firm. Stations
around the country tape the show off the satellite at 7:00, so,
no matter what, when 7:00 Friday rolls around, we're on the
air, The satellite feed is done Wke most radio and television news
and magazine programs: The individual stories are pre-recorded;
but the host—me—reads his intros to the stories live. Mondays
con be rather frightening: none of the stories are finished, and,
in fact, we still haven't totally decided which stories will even be
ON the show. Of course, the rest of the week is frightening too.

tmagine this scenario: you are a fan of This American Life (if you're reading
this comic book, that part's probably not too hard), and, in fact, have been a
listener since it was still an unsyndicated local Chicago show called Your
Radio Plagyhouse. You don't even own a TV, and Ira Glass would be an easy
contender for your "Favorite celebrity” A lifelong Chicagoan, you finally
decide to see some of the world, and so you move to Mexico City in early
1998. One day, a few months after you've settled into your new home, the
phone rings, and you answer :Bueno? A nervous voice on the other end of
the line says hello? um, my name is Ira Glass..and you about keel over. Hey,

it happened to we.

{'m Jessica Abel, the cartoonist responsible for this book. I'm a
professional in comics, but in vadio, Im a rank ameteur, so this was
as much of an education for we as | hope it will be for you. As an
amateur, | decided that the responsible thing to do would be to try

out alt my instructions myself first. As this comic goes to press, I'm

still in the middle of my attempts at making a radio story, so

| con't guarantee results, but things are heading in the right direction
After hanging out with these guys for weeks, youd want to start
wiaking radio too! And | hope after reading this book, you will There
are some instructions to get you started in these pages, but you
should also check the TAL website (www.thisamericaniife.org) for
wore details and info on producing audio at home. Good tuck!
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