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WHY YOU SHOULD READ THIS BOOK
With any skill in life, there’s an underlying template. Once
you understand the model, then it just comes down to
practice. The advice contained within this ebook will get you
making radio packages and micro-documentaries at a
community level. With enough practice, you’ll get better.
I'm not a professional radio reporter, but I do have eighteen
years radio training experience. From 2002 to 2011 I was a
BBC studio manager. During that time, I had official BBC
broadcast journalism training. I also assisted the BBC African
English radio documentary department for six years. There I
learned about creating and structuring radio documentaries.
From 1997 to 2002, I managed a community radio station.
I've been training in all aspects of radio ever since. I have a
master’s degree in documentary making and an H.N.C in
Radio. I've presented on two FM radio stations and I’ve also
presented on community radio. Since 2015, I've been
running The Online Radio School. There I have a media
interviewing training course and a radio DJ presenter course.

STORYTELLING NOT SUBJECTS
In my early days, my radio packages were technically sound;
however, from a story point of view they were pretty bland.
It wasn't until I studied an MA in documentary making that I
began to understand the importance of character and story.
Beginners often overlook storytelling and character when
making documentaries. I made the same mistake. Most
beginner students focus purely on subjects: “Here’s a
package about suicide, here's a documentary on AIDS” etc.
Focusing on subjects, however, can lead to predictable
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stories. My MA degree at Royal Holloway, University of
London, taught me about the importance of character and
storytelling.

WHY I WROTE THIS BOOK
During my studies, I could never find a simple a-z route map
to teach me what I needed to know. It is my hope that I have
created the basic template for you to use.

WHAT YOU'RE GOING TO LEARN
In chapter one, I’ll get you to start becoming aware of what
interests you. Then I’ll get you to start questioning these
interests. We’ll also discuss how we can use social media and
forums to find even more story ideas.
Chapter two looks at avoiding predictable documentaries.
Here is where you'll start to test your rough ideas using
spider graphs, questioning from different angles, and looking
from different character viewpoints.
Chapter three looks at researching your initial idea further.
You’ll get twenty-three different suggestions on where to
research your idea. We’ll also look at “recce’s.” That is, going
to your locations before you interview your subject.
In chapter four, we’ll discuss what makes an interesting
story. We'll look at themes, The Hero’s Journey, pressure
points, character and character development.
In chapter five, I'll break down an excellent radio
documentary, and we'll look at its construction. For example,
how did the author drip-feed past information to keep
suspense in the present day? What techniques did she use to
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mix the backstory with the present day narrative? Why was
this story moving? What did she do to avoid making the story
predictable? We’ll be using this documentary as a template
for our ideas.
Chapter six looks at loglines. Here you'll begin to start
focusing your ideas into something more concrete.
Chapter seven is the roadmap. You’ve got your story idea,
and you’ve done your research. Now you’re going to start
planning and structuring your idea. In this chapter, we'll look
at outlining the overall journey, the style of the documentary,
and its chronological order.
In chapter eight, we'll look at writing for radio and creating
paper edits.
Chapter nine gives tips on how to record good quality audio.
Chapter ten looks at risk assessments and safety issues.

DELIBERATE REPETITION
There’s a lot of information in this ebook, and if you’re a
beginner, then it’s easy to get overwhelmed. I’ve deliberately
repeated myself in places to hammer home key points.
From a radio presenting point of view, this ebook will also
offer you a way to find ideas for your show.

WHAT THIS BOOK IS NOT: IT'S NOT A BOOK ON
REPORTING
This book will not teach you how to be a hard news radio
reporter. If you’re looking for that style of reporting, then
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why not check out “Sound Reporting: The NPR Guide to
Audio Journalism and Production.”
This ebook, however, will teach you how to find an idea,
interpret that idea, and then show you how to record and
create your story. You're going to learn how to be a
storyteller rather than a hard news reporter. If you listen to
radio documentaries on the BBC World Service website, then
you'll find many examples of these feature based
documentaries. NPR.org, StoryCorps, Radiolab, This
American Life, etc., carry these types of feature based stories
and packages.
By the end of this book, you’ll know how to make radio
packages and micro-documentaries. After that, it just comes
down to practice.

THE GOOD NEWS
Being able to craft stories is a great skill to have. If you’re a
radio presenter, then knowing how to make radio packages
can give your show a different element. I used to play radio
packages on my shows all the time. I liked them because they
gave my show variety, something that the listeners
appreciated.

THE DREAM TO TRAIN CHEAPLY
In 2015, I became fed up with the high price of radio training,
so I set up The Online Radio School. With me, students can
learn at very reasonable prices. Radio isn't rocket science.
Anyone can do this. With The Online Radio School, students
can now learn how to interview for TV, radio, and the web, or
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learn how to be a radio DJ. Currently, I have 3 stations and
140 students enrolled in both courses.

HELP ME HELP YOU
I fundamentally believe that radio training is too expensive.
I'm on a mission to change this. Therefore, I’ve self-published
this ebook to keep my costs as low as possible. However, a
couple of typos could’ve sneaked in. If you spot any, then
please let me know at ashley@onlineradioschool.com. You’ll
be helping me to make it better for other students. By the
way, for this ebook, I’ve used UK spelling.

GET IN TOUCH
If this ebook helps you make a radio package or a microdocumentary, then please send me a link to it and I'll post it
on my website. Let’s see if we can get a small radio
community going for fun! If you’re like me and have a
passion for radio, then join me in my Facebook group and tell
me what you're doing. Let’s inspire each other.
With this in mind, let’s begin.
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CHAPTER 1. BECOMING AWARE
In this chapter we'll look at:


Becoming aware of topics and issues.



Ex-BBC and Al Jazeera news anchor, Nouran Sallam
gives us advice on listening for ideas.



We’ll talk about questioning subjects.



We’ll discuss social media and forums to help you
source further documentary ideas.



There are tips on recording and storage.



We’ll talk about embedding with groups.



We’ll look at targeting the right audience.

BECOMING AWARE
Start becoming aware of subjects that interest you. While this
advice seems like basic fluff, it’s very relevant. I want you to
become aware of what’s getting your attention. If something
catches your interest, note it down. Also, note down the
interesting stories that you’re reading as well. If you’re
interested in something, it means you care about it. And
caring about a subject is the first step in finding a good idea.
Once you tap into your passions, you'll then want to share
those same passions with similar people.

LISTEN FOR IDEAS
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Nouran Sallam is a TV presenter on Al Hayah TV. In the past,
she’s been a news anchor for BBC Arabic Radio, BBC Arabic
TV, and Al Jazeera news. When I interviewed her for my
"Discover the Secrets to Successful Media Interviews" course,
she talked to me about the importance of listening. While her
advice is for students interested in media interviewing, it's
still relevant for us.
“Most of us have a favourite show that we like, but you need
to listen to various channels. If you’re serious about pursuing
a career, then you must leave your comfort zone. Don’t just
stay tuned to one channel. If you’re a sports fanatic, then
don't just tune into Radio 5 Live or talkSPORT. Make a point
of including Radio 4 (for news) and LBC (which teaches you
how to handle phone-ins). Even if you’re not religious, you
should still listen to programmes on religious broadcasters. A
unique point of view can give you a different perspective. A
different perspective can lead to new ideas.”

HOMEWORK
Listen to a lot of radio and TV interviews. Listen out for ideas.
Maybe one of those interviews will give you an excellent idea
in the future. If you’re listening to a good interview and you
like the sound of the interviewee, then take down their name
and store it. One day you may be working on a similar
project, and that guest could be perfect for your interview.

ASKING QUESTIONS ON SUBJECTS THAT INTEREST YOU
What topics capture your attention?
What things do you care about?
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What’s taking your interest right now?
What are you reading online now? Why are you reading it?
What tweets grab your attention? Why are you clicking on
them?
What Facebook posts arouse your curiosity?
What are you watching on YouTube/TV?
What questions do you ask yourself? What answers are you
seeking?
Why am I telling my friend this story about “X”? What
initially got me interested in this?
Why is my friend's story on “Y” interesting to me?
What questions do you ask your family and friends?

TIP
Actively note what you discuss with your family and friends.
Get into the habit of asking yourself: Why is this interesting
to me?

USING EMOTION FOR IDEAS
Think about what's making you feel excited, fume with anger
or sad. Is there an injustice out there, a wrong that needs to
be corrected? Is there an issue that you're passionate about,
which you feel is being ignored? Can you help change a
situation by making people aware of it?
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TIP
Making packages and documentaries is a long slog. When the
going gets tough, you’ll want to love the subject.

PEOPLE YOU KNOW
Ask your fellow students, co-workers, friends, family, etc.
what their dreams are, their goals are, what frustrates them
or what scares them? What were their biggest mistakes?
What did they learn? Do you know any local characters that
could make for a compelling package? Do you know anyone
that works in an environment that not many people have
experienced? Is there anyone you know who’s going
overseas? Could that be a journey to document?

FORUMS / SOCIAL MEDIA
Look at forums in the areas of interest that you’ve found. If
people are discussing your topic, they may also be asking
questions. Answering questions is a good way to get story
ideas. Just type “subject” + forum/”subject” + discussion
board into Google.

EXAMPLE
Radio forum/radio discussion board.
You can also try https://www.quora.com and
https://uk.answers.yahoo.com.
Type in your question and see what answers come up.
Find popular blog posts on your subject. If anything interests
you, feel free to contact the blog writers for more
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information. If you have a similar passion, they’ll probably
want to help you share that passion as well.

TIP
Look in the comments section and see what kinds of
questions people are asking.
Use Twitter hashtags (#sexyauthor) and search for general
topic areas at first. Look at what people are discussing.
What's making them happy, angry or worried? What
questions are they asking?
Join groups on Facebook, Snapchat, LinkedIn, Google Plus,
Reddit, etc. Get involved with the discussions. What’s making
them excited? See what people are posting and see what
questions they’re asking. Make a note of the answers they're
seeking. Find out what they want. Ask them if they think
anything is missing.

TIP
If you’re part of a community that you care about, then that
community can become a great source of potential story
ideas in the future.
Look at books on Amazon/YouTube videos on the subject.
Check the comment sections for questions/frustrations.
Look at what’s trending on social media.
http://whatstrending.com/
Alltop
Another free site where you can search for topic ideas.
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Pinterest
You can get some good ideas from Pinterest. Enter your
subject search and see what comes up. Pinterest will show
you what’s trending, and you can save the topics to your
board, which is handy.
Reddit
Reddit can be a good source of information.
Look at local websites, social media posts, and read local
newspapers. Follow pressure groups on social media, check
out their websites and see what's making them passionate.
Even if it’s an international story, there may be a local level
to it, a local office with local volunteers. Look at specialist
magazines. Is there anything in them, which you can turn
into a radio package or documentary?

RECORD IT DOWN
Record everything that comes into your head no matter how
silly it seems. Has there been anything online that has taken
your interest lately? Record it down. Anything on Facebook,
Twitter, YouTube, etc.? Record it down. Twitter is great for
information. The same goes for Facebook. Get into social
media.

BECOME AN ACTIVE LISTENER
During your day, talk to as many people as you can. It’s at
this level where you can find real stories. However, try to let
people finish their sentences before you reply. Becoming an
active listener is important. It can be an easy way to find
story ideas. In most conversations, most of us, (myself
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included) don’t listen to the other person when they’re
speaking. We’re more concerned with how we're going to
reply. We try to hurry the conversation along, or we'll try to
finish their sentences for them. But how can you listen to
someone when you're talking to them? Be patient. Let the
other person finish before you reply.

TIP
Log all the questions and issues you overhear. One day you
may be able to use them for an idea.
Here’s a good video on trying to find stories. Ira Glass
believes that it takes more effort to find a good story than to
make the story. You’ve also got to be tough enough to kill a
story if you think it’s not working.

STORING IDEAS
Create a Google doc file (this way you’ll be able to access it
online from anywhere using your mobile phone). Store all
your interests/rough ideas/newspaper stories etc. into
separate folders.
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EMBEDDING
In recent years with the advent of social media, forums, and
crowdfunding, etc., people have been approaching story
finding from a new angle. The idea is you embed yourself into
a group, which has a passion for something. If you have the
same passion as the group, then great, however, this isn't
always needed. As long as you show a keen interest in their
passion, you'll be welcomed into their group.

EXAMPLE
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You have a love for paramotoring, so you decide to join your
local club. At the local club, you meet people that have a
similar passion as you. Your love for paramotoring helps you
build new friendships. Your new friends then introduce you
to paramotoring social media groups, forums, and other
people with the same love. You develop more friendships.
You begin to talk regularly about issues concerned with
paramotoring. These conversations help you find out what
people like and dislike about paramotoring. You ask them
many questions concerning their sport. What would they like
to change or make better? What’s good in their world?
What’s bad in their world, etc.?
The idea behind the embedded method is that new
friendships will bring story ideas. It allows you to understand
what type of documentary the group would like to watch/hear.
Being embedded in the group's world helps you find
engaging characters. These same characters then star in your
documentary.

EMBEDDING WITH SOCIAL MEDIA
While you're making your documentary, you set up a website
and blog about the project. Your goal will be to get people to
sign up to a mailing list. During production, you'll actively
engage your community to help you make "their story.” If
done well, this small group of individuals will become the
main supporters of your documentary. They’ll be able to help
you answer questions, assist you with research, and they’ll
also be able to help you promote the story. Because you've
involved them in the making of the documentary, they’ll feel
an urge to share your project with others. They’ll also
become your customers.
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TIP
For embedding to work, you have to make sure you don't
offend the group. In other words, don’t make any secret
recordings about their passion. Don't try to trick them in any
way with secret recordings etc. If you get on the group's
wrong side, you'll find yourself frozen out.

CONSIDER YOUR AUDIENCE: MAKE IT PERSONAL
The most popular bloggers direct their content to "one
person." This approach makes the readers feel like the
blogger is speaking to them personally. In return, the readers
begin to engage with the blogger. Bloggers know that if they
write for "everyone,” then their posts will lose that personal
touch.
On “The Under Priced Awesomely Made Radio DJ Training
Course,” I get new presenters to ask themselves a question:
"What type of radio show do they want to do?" Then I tell
them to get specific. Don’t say that you’re going to do a “rock
show,” say that you’re going to do a rock show which targets
a particular audience. Or make a rock show which has a
particular slant to it. There are thousands of rock shows out
there, but if their show is targeting a specific audience type,
then this will mean less competition for them.

QUESTION
Who is your audience? What will they want from your story?

CHAPTER 1 RECAP:
Start by making a note of what arouses your interest. Your
initial interest will get you to start looking closer at a subject.
Once you find something interesting, then start looking at it
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with an analytical eye. See if you can get a story to match this
passion. Join groups and forums on your interest and see
what issues they're discussing. Look at the questions they’re
asking and look at the problems they’re facing.
Log all your random ideas and place them into different
folders. If you store them in Google docs, you’ll be able to
access these folders on your mobile phone.
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CHAPTER 2: AVOIDING THE AVERAGE
In this chapter we'll look at:


What a predictable documentary is, and how to avoid
making one.



Finding a unique angle for your story.



Testing your story angle.



Avoiding beginner mistakes.



Documentary sites.

THE AVERAGE STORY
An average story (and I’ve been guilty of this) is something
that I call a flat-liner.

A TYPICAL FLAT-LINE STORY:
We find a story in the local newspaper about a children’s
hospital. They need to raise £5000 to buy some life-saving
equipment. At first, this sounds like a good story for us.
We decide to meet the person raising the money, and then
we interview them.
We explain to the listeners how they're working hard to raise
the money.
We showcase them donating the money to the hospital.
We tell the story of the happy child benefitting from the
money.
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The end.
I’ve made a few of these packages, and there’s nothing wrong
with these types of stories. They do the job of explaining the
situation perfectly well. However, they’re just a little boring.
With these types of packages, we all know how the story is
going to end. There’s no twist to these stories, and no twist
makes for predictability. It's why I call these packages a flatliner. If you search on YouTube for micro-documentaries,
you’ll see thousands of this kind of story.
So what do we do?

WE TEST THE IDEA BY ASKING QUESTIONS
Test your interest/story idea with as many questions as
possible.
My video tutor at Lambeth College taught us to use a spider
graph with our initial ideas. You take your rough idea, turn it
on its head, and you question it from as many angles as you
can. Doing this can help you avoid the flat-line story.
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Nick Cavell from BBC African Sports, spoke to me about the
importance of looking at a story from another angle.
“I got a call from a reporter telling me about a Nigerian
player who was moving to a Ukrainian football team.
Everyone had already covered the move, so we decided to
look at it from a different angle. We wanted to know what on
earth would prompt you to go and play football in the
Ukraine. The Ukraine is cold and dangerous. We needed to
find a different angle to reflect a story that everyone had
already done. There are many ways to cover a story. We
could've spoken directly to the player, his manager or talked
with fellow players about the move. You need to take your
idea, see what other people are doing and then make it
different. Then you need to look at how to cover the story.”

Be A Radio DJ

www.onlineradioschool.com

Trying to find a unique angle is probably the hardest part of
the entire process. Don’t worry if you can’t find it
straightaway. There’s more on this in Chapter Five.

FLIP IT
I once saw a fun video (but of course I can't find it now)
about an American comic who travelled to Copenhagen to
meet Danish comedians. Denmark is often said to be the
happiest place in the world. And comedy traditionally comes
from pain. Therefore, to be a good comedian one is meant to
have suffered pain and unhappiness in their life. Pain is
supposed to be the springboard to creating good comedy.
The American comic took this traditional way of thinking and
decided to "flip it." He asked a simple question: How can the
happiest country on earth produce comedians if everyone is
happy? Then he went to Copenhagen to test his question. It
was simple, and it was fun.

TRADITIONAL STATEMENTS
If you get stuck for a story idea, then why not try “flipping”
ideas too? Start with some traditional statements and then
“flip” them. For example, “comedy comes through pain."
Next, find the opposite to your statement and question it.
Then go and “test” your question. Or, you can take a
traditional attitude and work backwards. How does the
happiest country on earth produce comedians if comedy
comes from pain?
Many packages have been made by asking a question and
then attempting to find an answer to that question. Of course,
finding a struggle/challenge/twist will make your story more
engaging. There's more on this in a minute.
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TIP: VIEWPOINT
Consider the point of view from which to tell the story. If you
can, try to avoid cliché. For example, if you’re doing a story
on football violence, then see if you can find a different angle
to tell your story. Don't describe the story from the typical
white working class thug's perspective. Try looking at it from
the wife's point of view, a local bar's perspective, etc.
With the earlier hospital fundraising idea, we can use the
basic story of fundraising for the hospital, but we don’t have
to tell the story through the main interviewee (i.e. the
fundraiser). We could tell the same fundraising story through
the parents, the friends, the company that makes the lifesaving equipment, a nurse on the child's ward, etc. These
different viewpoints will produce different story angles.
Avoiding the flat-liner doesn’t mean you can’t tell the original
story.

TIP
Always try and see if there’s a different
perspective/viewpoint from which you can approach the
story. This new angle will be of more interest to the listener
than the flat-line story of: “We need some new equipment.”

TIP
Take your original idea and think about the story from as
many different viewpoints as possible. See what you can find.

GENERAL QUESTIONS TO TEST YOUR STORY IDEA
Here are some very general questions to get you to look at a
story idea from a different angle.
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Whose viewpoint will tell the story?
Is anyone making money from your story idea/product etc.?
Is that worth investigating? Is there a pro/negative side story
there?
Could you tell the story from the business’s viewpoint?
How do you make this product etc.?
Who’s paying for this product? Does that change anything?
What's the reaction from group “A” to this story?
What's the response from group “B” to the
accomplishment/failure of this story?
Is there any opposition to this story?
If there is, how are they fighting back?
Are there any strong characters in the “against” camp?
What if we did the complete opposite to this story idea?
Would that be a good or bad idea?
Should we be allowed to do this story idea?
Are all groups in society allowed to do this?
Why can’t group “A” or group “B” be allowed to do this?
Should group “A” or group “B” be allowed to do this?
What’s it like: Being a….? Living like…..? Living in etc.?
Why does that happen? Why is this happening?
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Why is that interesting?
Does your idea give the listener a glimpse into a different
environment? Different and secretive conditions are always
interesting.
Think about what makes you happy, sad, or angry about your
topic, etc.

QUESTION TRADITIONAL LINES OF THINKING
Look closely at the way “things” are done:
“We've always recruited people this way.”
What would happen if you approached the same idea
another way? Would it make it better, easier, faster, cheaper,
fairer, etc.? Can you find a new approach to how they do
“these” things?
Is whatever you’re looking at male orientated? If so, why?
Is whatever you’re looking at female orientated? If so, why?
What would happen if a male did “x” in this female “interest”
etc.?
Is there anything that you don’t fully understand about your
subject? If there is, look for the answers to your questions.

GET CURIOUS
Question everything about your topic. Then follow those
questions and see where that leads you. And do this for
whatever you’re watching, reading, listening to, discussing
with, etc. If you get curious about everything, you will begin
to find ideas.
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TIP
Always ask yourself: “How can I approach this idea
differently?”

EXAMPLE:
I have a passion for singing and guitars. I’d be interested in
knowing how to build a guitar. Of course, at the moment, this
isn’t an interesting story for a package. So, let’s start
questioning this subject.
Who builds guitars?
Mainly men.
Why do men predominately build guitars?
I don’t know?
Why are there so few female guitar makers in the world?
I don’t know? Let’s take this further.
What’s stopping women building guitars?
Is there anything stopping women making guitars?
Why are men more interested in the construction of guitars
than women?
How many female guitar makers are there in the world?
Who are the leading female guitar makers in the world?
Should they be encouraging more women to get involved
with guitar making?
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Etc.
And on and on you go. As you can see, my interest in guitars
has begun to move the initial idea down a different path. The
original flat-line story was: “Here’s a package on building
guitars." By questioning everything, the idea has now
changed.
I could also tell the story through the viewpoint of a female
guitar maker, a student, a customer, someone who is terrible
at woodwork, etc. We’d learn how to build a guitar (the
original plan) however, by looking at it from a different
viewpoint, we could also question why there aren’t many
female guitar makers. Our basic story just became a bit more
interesting. Of course, this idea has a long way to go. To be
honest, it probably isn’t useable. However, I hope you can see
that by merely questioning the subject, you can begin to find
new avenues.

QUESTION ALL YOUR INTERESTS
Asking yourself lots of questions can help you find new
angles to your story. It's important because a lot of beginners
start by saying: “I want to make a package on AIDS, or I want
to make a documentary about suicide,” etc. However, this
approach tends to leave stories feeling flat. Stories based on
"subjects" often end up being too broad. And if the story is
overly broad, then this = bland.

ADVICE
This is the hardest part of the journey so take it easy with
yourself. Take your time and question everything. Keep
searching for that different viewpoint.
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BEGINNERS ONLY: A QUICK INTERVIEWING SIDE STEP
For an in-depth guide on media interviewing, please check
out my "Discover The Secrets to Successful Media
Interviews" course. It teaches you what questions to ask,
what questions not to ask, and how to get the emotion from
your interviewee subjects.
If you’re a total beginner to interviewing, then my advice
would be this: record a family member or a friend first. In
your early days, meeting and recording people you don’t
know is terrifying. Practice on someone you know first. It will
help you build up confidence. Ask them some basic questions
and get them to tell you stories about their life. You may even
discover some good stories from this practice. Sometimes the
best stories can come from our family and friends.
Don’t be disheartened by this task; this is just for practice.
You’re going to make many mistakes in your early days. Go
and make your mistakes on some basic packages FIRST!
Consider these simple packages your training. Trust me;
you’ll learn a lot from making mistakes. Enjoy your mistakes;
I've made many!

EXAMPLE
For my first radio package, I arrived at my location and
suddenly realised I'd left the batteries to my recorder at
home. Embarrassingly, I had to ask my interviewee if I could
borrow an extension cord. Then it got even worse. The plug
socket wasn’t anywhere near the interviewee subject. I had
to lean at full stretch just to get the microphone close to her
mouth. I was like a snake on Viagra! On another occasion, I
interviewed someone for twenty minutes with the pause
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button on. I only found out when I got home. LOL! :) Guess
what? I never made those mistakes again!

THE GOOD NEWS
These basic packages will teach you how to work the
equipment, and how to meet and record people with ease. Go
out, make loads of mistakes and enjoy them!

TIP
Check out the safety guidelines at the back of this book first.
Don't rush off to meet people you don’t know.
By the way if you have any other questions about radio etc.,
then feel free to join my Facebook page.

BEGINNER MISTAKES: WATCH OUT!
A common mistake that all beginners make is trying to
emulate professional broadcasters. That is, they want to
make all their packages on hard hitting, dark, and serious
subjects like whale molesting and squirrels on crack cocaine.
In your beginner days, don’t make it hard for yourself. Just
keep it simple. Light issues can make great radio too.
Everything doesn’t have to be doom and gloom and serious.

WEBSITES TO CHECK OUT
A great site for radio documentaries is the BBC World
Service. If you can’t access these documentaries from outside
of the UK, then consider using the free VPN TunnelBear. They
give you 500MB of free streaming each month. If you send
out one promotional tweet, then they'll give you an added
1GB. I use them myself (freebie version only!) and no, I don’t
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get anything for promoting their service. Other sites to check
out are:
This American Life has a large back catalog of stories.
Radiolab has many stories on their website.
Reddit has a nice thread on audio documentaries.
StoryCorps.
NPR.org.

CHAPTER 2 RECAP:
Be aware of what interests you.
Ask yourself why it interests you.
Look at the information from different angles.
Break the subject area down and question it.
Consider using different viewpoints to tell the story.
Review other packages/films on the idea. You may find new
angles on how to approach the story. See what worked for
them and notice what didn’t work. Ask yourself: how can you
make your idea different/better?
Listen to as many packages as you can. See what the
professionals are doing and learn from them.
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CHAPTER 3. RESEARCH
In this chapter, we'll look at:


How to research your idea further.



Recces.



Places to research.

So, you have your basic idea. Now you need to research your
idea further. The first step is to talk to as many people as you
can about your plan. Include your family and friends in this.
You’ll be surprised how helpful this simple method can be.
Many times your family and friends know other people who
can help you. A simple Facebook post/email letting people
know what you’re doing can be very helpful.

STARTING YOUR RESEARCH
If you don’t know where to start, try press and
communication officers, journalists, or campaign groups in
the same field you’re researching. Tell them that you’re from
“X” community radio station and that you’re making a radio
package about their subject. Ask them for some advice. Quite
often they'll point you in the right direction with regards to
research and who to contact.

TIP
If you’re very inexperienced, tell people you’re calling from a
community radio station etc. and give them a brief outline of
what your station does. If you tell your interviewee that
you’re a student for example, quite often they’ll say they’re
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too busy for you. However, if you say you’re from a
community radio station that serves “x” demographic, then it
gives you a bit more credibility. It’s just about getting your
foot in the door. However, don’t over embellish, (he says
speaking from experience!)

CALLING EXAMPLE
Hi, my name’s Ashley, and I’m calling from Sydenham Radio.
We’re a community radio station that serves the residents of
south London. I’m making a radio package on flatulence, and
I was wondering if I could quickly speak to you about why
flatulence should be encouraged in the workplace. You get
the idea.

TIP
Who are the main characters for your story? Think of the
people you'd like to interview. Consider the locations where
you'd like to record. How can these places enhance your
package?
Look at what’s normal in your “world." Look for what’s
different and uncommon as well. Question it all. Make some
necessary calls/emails to people who may be able to help
you. See if you can go and meet them first before you even
plan your idea. Get involved in your subjects world and see
what it’s like first hand. Doing this helps you to see what's
practically feasible. You might have an excellent idea in your
mind, however, can it be physically achieved? Doing this also
helps you to network and build up contacts.

BRIEF RECAP
1. Find an initial idea that interests you.
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2. Conduct basic research on the subject area.
3. Talk to as many people as you can within that area. Get
them to recommend other people for you to contact. Ask
them to point you in other directions.

RECCE THE LOCATION
Recce means reconnaissance. However, for people like you
and me, a recce means: Go to the place and check it out first.
The reason is simple. When you go to a potential place of
recording, you get to see the environment, and you get to
meet the people. Seeing the situation shows you what’s
physically viable. If you're a radio reporter, a recce isn't
always possible. Reporters are always pushed for time.
However, for documentary makers, a recce is critical.

ON SITE RECCE
When you’re checking out a recording location, take a good
look around. See what it has to offer with regards to your
documentary. How do you picture this venue working in
your mental movie? Note where the action in your location
takes place. Figure out where the unusual sounds originate.
How can you use this location in your documentary? Will you
get your audio/an interview from the corner? Will you take it
from up high, from below, inside the location, outside the
site, etc.? Will it be an interview in action (someone making
something), will it be a sit-down interview? Or will this
location be part of a sequence of events? In other words,
recording a full day at a company.

TIP: LACK OF TRUST
Most times your potential interviewee subject doesn’t trust
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you. They think you're going to trick them. As a result of this,
they're wary of media people. A recce can break down these
barriers. Meeting your interviewee before you record them
demonstrates you’re interested in their subject. It also shows
you're not trying to deceive them. It's easier to break barriers
down in person than it is over the phone or via email.

STORYBOARD TIP
Take lots of pictures/record some video of the environment
on your phone. You can use this to help plan the recording
day.

AUDIO TIP
When on location, stand and record three minutes of
background audio. Monitor with your headphones as you
record. Listen out for continuous noise sources (i.e. a radio
playing in the background, lights humming, fans whirring,
etc.). These background noises will make your editing a
nightmare. You may have to ask people to turn off machines
and radios etc. when you’re recording for real. There’s a
chapter on recording good audio later in this book.

TIP
Think of what sounds you’ll need to cross the different
scenes in your journey. We’ll get into this in chapter 6.
Chat to everyone on location with regards to your story. Tell
everyone what you’re doing. Be curious and ask them lots of
questions about everything. Quite often good story angles
can come from this.
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LOGISTICS
Another reason to do a recce is simply for logistical reasons.
Can you get permission to record at the location? You must
find this out. Will that potential interviewee subject speak to
you on tape? If they won't, get them to recommend someone
else to you. Is your potential character boring and
uninspiring? If they are, don’t use them.
It’s all good and well having an imagined package in your
head. However, getting out into the real world will show you
if your idea is practically feasible. If you’re new to all of this,
this part of the documentary process can be a little scary.
Phoning and meeting people you don’t know can be
intimidating at first, but trust me, it does get easier. Think
like this: the more you do it, the easier it gets. It was certainly
true for me. YOU CAN DO THIS! :)
Finally, doing a recce allows you to plan and test-drive your
journey to the location. Turning up late is a big no and
commuting across a city doesn’t always go to plan. For
example, if I travel across south London during peak hour,
my 6.5-mile journey can take me seventy minutes. If I travel
off-peak, that same journey takes forty minutes.

TIP
If you can, recce at the same time that you plan to interview.
In other words, if you perform a recce at 2 pm Tuesday, then
try and interview at 2 pm Thursday. It means you'll know
what the environment will sound like at that particular time.

TELL EVERYONE
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Once you’ve done your initial research and spoke to a few
people, then you’ll begin to have a clearer idea of your story.
Tell everyone your potential story idea and see how they
react. If their eyes start glazing over as you're telling them,
then you'll know you don’t have an exciting story yet. Tweak
your idea to the reactions you receive. Below are handy links
to help you with your research.

PLACES TO RESEARCH
Google the subject! :)
100 Search Engines for Academic Research
Top ten websites for research
https://www.academia.edu/
http://www.ipl.org/
The company website/other related websites.
Search YouTube for videos on the same subject.
Look at similar Twitter accounts (a good source of
information). Facebook groups.
Google Plus.
Check Amazon.com for books on the subject and then check
your local library online. They may have the same books in
stock.
See if you can find a local expert/experts on the subject.
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Find newsletters on the subject and sign up to as many as
you can.
Check specialist magazines and articles on the subject.
Search for DVDs, documentaries and films on the subject.
Find TV and radio programmes that have been made on the
subject and then watch/listen to them. Make a note of the
information that they found.
Check for stories on the subject in the local and national
press.
Ask your friends and work colleagues about the subject. Let
them know what you’re planning to do. You will be surprised
how effective this simple strategy can be
The Electoral Register
Museums
Government departments
Parks
Zoos

CHAPTER 3 RECAP:
Go to the pub and have a beer.
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CHAPTER 4. STORY
In this chapter, we'll look at:


What makes a good story?



Theme.



The Hero’s Journey.



Challenges.



Pressure points.



Character and character development.



The comfort zone.

DRIVING FORCE
When it comes to making semi-professional documentaries,
storytelling is often overlooked. Therefore, let’s take a look at
what a good story involves. As I said in chapter two, you only
have to look on YouTube to find hundreds of "subject-based"
documentaries. The trouble is, they're just a little dull. Many
beginners make documentaries on a topic that interests
them. They'll say: "I'm going to do a documentary on
alopecia." Then they'll rush off, interview a few people with
the condition and then quickly round up with a summary.
While these documentaries can be informative, they never
have a good story at heart. This is why they end up being a
little dull.

Be A Radio DJ

www.onlineradioschool.com

To avoid this, we need to have a driving force behind our
story. Finding a driving force stops you from just focusing on
a subject.

TIP
Try to get your documentary to answer a question, or to
explore a theme.

WHAT IS STORY?
According to Ira Glass in his four YouTube videos on
storytelling, a story has two building blocks.

1) SEQUENCE OF EVENTS
A sequence of events is basically: This happened, and then
that happened, which then created this, etc.

EXAMPLE
“Then he started running at me with a screwdriver. So I
picked up Sean’s guitar and started swinging for his head!”

TIP
All of us love listening to stories which have a series of steps
in them. "This happened, then that happened, and then this
happened, etc." These “steps” make for compulsive listening.
When you listen to a story told in this way, you can sense
there’s an ending point to the story. Sensing the ending point
helps keep us interested. It's because the story is told in a
sequence of events (this happened, then that happened, etc.)
that we stay tuned until the end.
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These series of events give the story suspense. Even if the
essential facts of the story are boring, the momentum of how
the story unfolds makes you want to keep on listening.

TIP: DRIP-FEED
The trick to good storytelling is: Don't give all the
information away in the beginning. You need to be able to
drip-feed your story in chunks.

TELL - QUESTION - ANSWER
To keep it interesting, you need to question everything. Tell
us a bit of the story, then question that bit. Then tell us the
answer to that bit you’ve just questioned. Now drop in
another question to keep us interested. Then answer that
question, etc.

TIP
Ask the questions that begged to be asked. What questions do
you think your audience would want you to ask?
In this case, our question would be: Why did he attack you
with a screwdriver? Let’s face it; we want to know that
answer!

TIP
Throughout your journey keep asking and keep answering
questions. If you do that, you'll set up a sequence of events
that is naturally addictive.

DIFFERENT VIEWPOINTS
Different viewpoints can help you ask and answer questions.
If demonstrators are angry about the local hospital closing
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down, then go and ask the authorities WHY they’re closing
down the hospital. Asking and answering questions keeps
people engaged.

2) THE MOMENT OF EXPLANATION
The second part of storytelling is "a moment of explanation."
You’ve got to let people know why they’re listening to your
story. Show them the bigger picture as well as the sequence
of events.

TIP
A strong story, therefore, needs both action and explanation.

DOCUMENTARY THEME
Good stories contain emotions at their most basic. What is
your documentary's theme? What emotions will your story
convey? In the next chapter, we're going to study a
documentary called "Found in Translation." It has a driving
force that explores the themes of survival, hope, and renewal.

POINT TO CONSIDER
How will your overall theme relate to the individual scenes in
your documentary?

TIP
Understanding your story's theme/driving force can help you
put the scenes together later on. We’ll be looking more at this
in chapter six.

SCREENWRITING FOR STORY
We’re going to sidetrack off now into the world of
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screenwriting. Studying screenwriting can help us with
storytelling.

THE HERO’S JOURNEY
The Hero’s Journey is a guideline that a lot of screenwriters
use when creating their stories. At its most basic, it's a hero
who’s losing in life, who has a goal to fulfill and a major
problem to overcome. The journey tends to follow this route:
We get introduced to the hero in their everyday
environment.
Something happens which begins to move the story.
A conflict occurs, which whips up emotion and engages the
reader/viewer.
A big ending happens, and this makes the story exciting.
The action begins to calm down, and normal life is restored.
At the end of the story, we can see how the hero has changed.
They’re now a different person compared to when they
began their journey.
Their goal is complete and they feel restored.
The end.
To the pub!
For copyright reasons it’s best if I link to the page only.
Please click on this link now. Read “The Hero’s Journey
Outline” and look at the two diagrams.
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Back Up Link
If you notice any broken links, then please let me know at
ashley@onlineradioschool.com.
Ta mucho sexy reader!

WELCOME BACK
As you’ll notice, there are twelve steps to a hero’s physical
journey and twelve steps to a hero's inner journey. These
steps can help us identify what makes a story exciting to
watch/listen to. Understanding what makes a good story can
help us make our documentaries better.

DISCLAIMER
It has to be noted that The Hero’s Journey is not a formula
that has to be followed. You're entirely free to ignore it. You
also don't have to follow the twelve steps in a straight line
either. You can mix them up and move them around.
Remember, The Hero’s Journey is just a suggestion as to
what makes storytelling exciting. I like it, but it’s your call on
whether you want to use it to form the basis of your
storytelling.

A BRIEF RECAP
Traditionally, stories have a beginning, middle, and an end.
They also have a “hero” (your character), and they tend to
have three acts. Most stories have a setup, an unexpected
challenge/turn, and a resolution.
In the best stories, the hero has a task to fulfill. Completing
this goal means taking a journey. Once the hero undertakes
their journey and completes their mission, then their
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problem is solved. Before the task, they feel incomplete and
empty. It’s this emptiness inside them that’s driving their
mission. By the end of their journey, they feel a form of
completeness.

TIP
Excitement and tension can arise when something prevents
the ‘hero’ from getting what they want.

CHALLENGES
Challenges in life come in all forms, and you don’t have to
search for massive life-changing problems to tell a good
story. Losing your job can be just as much of a challenge as
running across the Australian outback. If you lose your job
for example, then how are you going to pay the rent and put
food in your children’s bellies?

WHAT'S A CHALLENGE?
We can think of a “challenge” as anything that moves you (or
your character) from an easy path to an uncomfortable path.
A lot of life’s challenges can be ones that we’ve created
ourselves by the way. You argue with your mother, and now
you refuse to speak to her. That’s a challenge, living without
family support. Keep an eye out for the smaller challenges in
life as well. These smaller challenges can help you add layers
to your documentary.

TIP
Challenges can throw up twists, unexpected turns, and
different story endings. This can make stories more exciting.

Be A Radio DJ

www.onlineradioschool.com

PRESSURE
There must be something at stake for your character;
otherwise, your audience won’t get engaged with the story.
When you can guess the ending of a story, it makes the story
bland. Many micro-documentaries on YouTube have
predictable endings.

TIP: WHAT’S AT STAKE?
Our character needs to have something at stake to make the
story more exciting. It can either be an internal threat or an
external threat. If there’s nothing for the main character to
lose, then why should we, the audience, be interested in their
story?

PRESSURE POINTS
Consider what would raise the stakes in your story?
What things/events etc. would place more pressure onto
your hero?
Where in the story do you think these challenges may occur?
Will these challenges happen naturally, or will you have to
find some challenges for your character?
Is there anything you can do gently to encourage challenges
in the story?

TIP
When something stops the hero from getting what they want,
the pressure in the story begins to rise. When the pressure
rises, then the audience gets more engaged. Run mental
pictures of the different scenes in your story. See if you can
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spot any potential pressure points where your character may
face challenges. Try and also think of the story from an
audience’s perspective as well. What parts would seem
appealing or boring to them? What can you do about that?

WARNING
Don’t fake material. Just consider where the pressure in the
story may lie.

THE MOMENT WHERE ALL IS LOST
In all good film plots, there’s always a moment where it looks
like the hero is going to fail. It's at this point where the hero
fights for their life. They struggle, but finally pull through to
save the day (in most films). The audience breathes a deep
sigh of relief, and we all go home happy. A compelling
documentary needs a similar moment(s).

SHARING THE JOURNEY
While The Hero’s Journey isn’t 100% relevant to us as story
makers, it’s still perfect for explaining why a story can be
exciting. A good story is not just about a person overcoming a
task; it’s also how the audience shares the character’s
journey. We feel the hero’s pain, and we feel the hero’s joy.
We’re happy when they make it, and we’re sad when they
fail. Sharing the journey with our character can help turn an
average story into a great story. Keep this in mind when
creating your documentary. How will your audience share
the character's journey? What will you do?

CHARACTER DEVELOPMENT
All engaging stories have challenges, goals, and character
development. The Hero's Journey depicts twelve steps to
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change on an outer and inner journey. The tutors on my
master's degree called this change character development.
Change is always of interest to an audience. It engages us more
than a flat-line story of “here’s a package on..”

TIP
Goals don’t always have to be achieved to make a good story.
Quite often it’s the struggle that makes the interesting part of
the story. A character that gives everything but still fails in
their task will still have changed. It’s this shift in attitude
that’s attractive to the audience.

BUT WHAT ABOUT THE DOCUMENTARIES THAT…?
Of course, not all stories have a significant external challenge
to overcome. This is because there are different types of
documentaries. (You don’t have to read that link by the way).
Even if there aren’t external goals to overcome in your story,
there can still be internal challenges and inner journeys to
face. Your character may be battling with mental demons
such as overcoming fear or gaining courage. These emotional
journeys can either come from your characters, or from you,
the documentary maker. We can still apply The Hero’s
Journey to internal stories.

TIP
It’s perfectly ok to base a story on yourself, a family member
or even a friend. If there’s an exciting journey (whether it’s
external or internal) and the story has the potential for
character growth, then tell that story.

AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL JOURNEYS
Many documentary makers have made autobiographical
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journeys about themselves. Ross McElwee has made some
excellent documentaries by using this approach. At it's most
basic, he simply films a lot of footage and then narrates over
the top. Of course, there's much more to his filmmaking than
this, but I like his approach to documentary making.
Autobiographical journey stories can still show character
development. A documentary about you trying to get a
girlfriend may sound boring, but it's still a journey with many
challenges to face. You’ll have to overcome fear, rejection,
embarrassment, etc. along the road of your external and
internal journey. And if the audience can feel these emotions
with you, then you'll have an excellent documentary.
I find autobiographical documentaries fascinating. Firstly,
there's a physical and mental journey to follow. Alongside
that, we also get to see how the author interacts with other
people. The author’s interactions give us a window into
seeing how other people live.

TIP
Watching how an author deals with other people's issues
(anger etc.) can also bring up challenges and drama in the
story.

INTRODUCTION TO CHARACTER
Some documentary makers believe that character is the most
important thing in a documentary. You can have the best
storyline in the world, but if your character is dull and
uninspiring, then this can affect your documentary. Put
simply, as an audience we don't care for boring people no
matter how great the story.
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TIP
When interviewing people, you also need to assess whether
your character is an interesting person. If they're not, find
someone else.
Some documentaries are based on characters. Some are
based on events like the collapse of Enron for example. In
events based documentaries, the characters come second to
the events. We won’t be looking at these types of
documentaries.

THE DESIRE OF THE CHARACTER
Let’s say your character wants something. They set off on a
journey to achieve their goal. If they succeed, they get what
they want. If they fail, then they won't. This success or failure
will bring up additional questions/plot lines. I’ll list some
questions below, so it’s easier for you to find them again.

DID THEY GET IT?
If they get what they’re after, then how did they get it?
What did they have to do to get what they wanted?
Did they have to sacrifice things like money, friendships,
relationships etc. along the way?
If they got what they wanted, were they happy that they got
it?
Now that they have it, do they still want it?
If they didn’t get it, what was the result of their failure?
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Has their life changed for better or worse for getting/not
getting what they desired?
What did this failure/success cost them?
Overall was their journey worth it?

IN A NUTSHELL:
Find out who your story’s about. (Remember viewpoint).
Who is your hero/your main character?
What does your main character desire?
What’s stopping your main character from getting what they
want?
What’s at stake if they don’t get it?
Is there an enemy in the story? If there is, what’s the enemy
doing?
Is there an ongoing or up and coming battle with someone or
something?
If there are challenges (physical or mental), how does your
hero break through these challenges and return to the
‘ordinary world’ complete?
These are just some of the questions you can ask about the
journey.

TIP: COMFORT ZONE
It’s important you interview in different environments. If you
don’t, you’ll always be interviewing the same type of person.
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It’s very easy to forget this. Naturally we all tend to associate
with people and environments that we feel most comfortable
with, but this doesn’t always bring the best interview. If I get
locked into my white, working class environment, I’ll never
discover stories from the rest of the spectrum. And also,
consider how the ages, races, occupations of people can offer
different viewpoints on the same matter. Your story idea may
take one path with one generation, but it may take a different
route with another generation/race. For example, older
people and younger people will think differently about the
same subject. These differences can provide different story
pathways. Keep this in mind.

TIP: REAL TIME RECORDING
Recording events in real time (i.e. interviewing someone as
they perform an action) is better than narrating about
events. Real time recording brings us closer to the story. Get
people’s thoughts and feelings while they’re performing an
action. The story will reveal itself better through action.

TIP
Try to avoid giving out the entire background history at the
beginning of your documentary. You want to drip feed the
story through scenes. In chapter five we'll break down an
excellent radio documentary where you can see this
principle in action.

TIP
Are there any connections with your character’s life to
current trends and topics?

CHAPTER 4 RECAP:
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Try and have a strong driving force or theme for your
documentary.
Ask and answer questions in your documentary. It will set up
a series of events and create an addictive flow.
Ask the questions that beg to be asked.
Get different viewpoints. Age, race, gender, etc. will bring up
different storylines on the same subject.
Study The Hero's Journey to understand what makes a story
compelling.
Consider what your story's pressure points are and what
challenges your character faces.
Look out for moments of character development. Change is
always of interest to an audience.
Only choose interesting characters for your documentary.
Get out of your comfort zone.

TO DO
Listen to the documentary “Found in Translation.”
Here it is as well on YouTube.
We’re going to analyse this documentary in the next chapter.
You should be able to play it. But if you can’t for some reason,
then use a free VPN like TunnelBear etc.

Be A Radio DJ

www.onlineradioschool.com

CHAPTER 5. BREAKING IT DOWN
In this chapter we'll:


Break down a documentary and analyse it.

Let’s take a break and listen to a documentary. Listening and
analysing radio documentaries is a great way to learn about
constructing a story. Doing this helps you to understand how
the reporter put the piece together. Breaking down
documentaries is great practice, and I encourage you to do it
as much as possible. If this sounds boring, then find some
documentaries that you’re interested in, and enjoy the
process of breaking it down.

ADVICE
Breaking a documentary down takes effort. However, if you
want to be a good documentary maker, then you need to study
the professionals.
If you're rushed for time, then download the MP3 and listen
to it on your phone when you’re going to work, etc. For your
first listen, just enjoy the documentary. Don’t try to analyse it.
Then, listen to it again and start breaking it down.

TASKS
Study how the questions are asked.
Study how each scene was put together. Understand how the
separate scenes fit together to construct the overall story.
Create a document and type out what’s going on in the
different scenes.
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The more you do this, the more you’ll begin to see the
pattern. Once you see the pattern, then you can start doing
the same with your documentaries.
Let’s analyse a lovely radio documentary called “Found in
Translation.” You can access this here:
“Found in Translation.”
And here it is on YouTube.
If you can’t access this documentary even with a VPN,
reading this breakdown will still teach you a lot about
structure. In this case, take on board what I've said about
Found in Translation and break down a documentary by
yourself.

FOUND IN TRANSLATION
While the initial story is fascinating and it has a great
character, (a man floats for two days on a tin roof after the
Japanese tsunami) this documentary could have been made
in a very predictable way. For example, we record a man
telling us his story, and then we simply narrate an intro and
an outro. What I love about this documentary is the way in
which the reporter (Miwako) has crafted the story. She dripfeeds the story to the audience brilliantly. Unfolding the story
is probably the most important (and hardest) part of
storytelling. Drip-feeding information from the past to keep
suspense in the present day is tricky. We’ll look at this soon.

TIP
You don’t have to tell a story (from a-z) in chronological
order by the way. Miwako hasn’t done this in her
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documentary. Her overall story jumps forward and
backwards in time.

A THING TO NOTE
In documentaries, there are scenes and sequences. A scene is
something that happens at one location.
Scene 1
Ashley is in the pub getting drunk on Guinness. (He’s very
poor, so he hopes you’re buying!)
A sequence is a collection of scenes.
Sequence
Ashley puts on his clothes, gets on the bus and goes to the
pub, gets mangled in the pub, gets a kebab on the way home,
comes home and falls asleep face first in his kebab.
(I’d never do this by the way as I’m a good London Irish boy).

FOUND IN TRANSLATION BREAKDOWN
To make it simple, I’ve called everything in Found in
Translation a “scene.” While this isn’t technically correct, it
does simplify things. So just think of each “scene” as a block
of the story. Thinking of your story as blocks makes it easier
for you to visualise your story. It also helps you to put the
overall story together.

ADVICE
Listen to the documentary first before you read the
breakdown. Make yourself a coffee, open a beer, lie in bed
with your headphones, go for a walk, etc. but listen to it first.

GO AND LISTEN TO THE DOCUMENTARY NOW!
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Miwako: Reporter
Hiromitsu: Main character
If you want to, see if you can match the scenes in the
documentary with the steps of The Hero’s Journey.

OPENING SCENE: INTRODUCTIONS
00:14 - 01:32
Opening music mixed with actuality of children.
Miwako’s link gives us a self-introduction. She tells us briefly
about meeting the story’s main character, Hiromitsu
Shinkawa.
There’s an insert of news actuality to highlight the fact that
the story was quite publicised.
More backstory on Hiromitsu Shinkawa. We learn how he
was found.
News actuality.
Miwako tells us what she believes the story’s main themes
are.
Hiromitsu introduces himself to the listeners.
Backstory on the first meeting with Hiromitsu.
Fade to next scene.

SCENE 2: THE BACKSTORY
01:33 - 4:25
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Miwako introduces the story from the beginning.
We learn that Hiromitsu now lives in a new place posttsunami.
We jump to the past and learn about his life before the
tsunami. We learn about his parents, his wife Yuko, and we
learn where they lived in relation to the coast.
This backstory provides information that later on, will show
us contrasts between his old life and his new life.

TIP
Contrasts can show us character development. They can also
show internal and external struggles with the past and the
present. Always be aware of what contrasts you can
highlight.
There’s more backstory on the day of the tsunami. The
recordings are mixed with siren actuality and tsunami voice
warnings. These sound effects heighten story tension.
Hiromitsu tells us about his wife going off to buy seeds, and
we also learn that his parents drove away.
Then he describes the wave coming in. He comforts his wife
before the wave hits them.
Hiromitsu describes the wave covering him. His link is mixed
with a water sound effect.
There's a large water sound to express survival from
drowning.
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Hiromitsu spots a tin roof and climbs aboard. This part is
mixed with sound effects.
The last bit of this scene is naturally dramatic. Hearing him
describe how he comforts his wife before the wave hits, and
how the wave took him under, really pulls us into the story.
The use of sound effects adds to this tension. At the moment,
the story is being told from a past point of view.

SCENE 3: CONNECTION
4:26 - 5:25
Miwako moves the story from pre-tsunami to post-tsunami.
She describes how Hiromitsu was different from the other
tsunami survivors. “He was calm.” I love this line: “He spoke
about his emotions without showing any.” This scene
suggests that Hiromitsu is bottling up his emotions. It gives
us an opportunity to show character contrast later on in the
story.

TIP
Think of how your narration/scene can showcase character
contrast later on.
Miwako tells us that she was worried about Hiromitsu, so she
decides to write to him. He writes back and tells her how her
letter changed him.
Miwako explains that Hiromitsu's writing shows character
change. He seems to express his feelings better on paper. She
reads from one of Hiromitsu’s letters. The letter tells us that
he enjoys daily walks along the local river. His letter gives us
a brilliant segway into the next scene. She uses one of his
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sentences about walking along the river to bring the story
into the present moment. This one sentence combined with a
walking sound effect moves the story from the past to the
present. Brilliant.

SCENE 4: PRESENT DAY: WALKING ALONG THE RIVER
5:26 - 6:44
Miwako brings us into the present moment with walking
actuality. She mixes it with narration that starts with "today.”
We learn that Hiromitsu now lives three hundred km's from
his old family farm. She tells us that Hiromitsu currently lives
in an eight-storey apartment block.
These two sentences of narration highlight contrast and
change. They show how his life has changed pre and post
tsunami. He used to live on a family farm. Now he lives in a
block of flats. He's a man in transition. He walks every day
along the river. In some ways, this daily journey is also a
symbol for his current journey post-tsunami.
“On this day, I join him.” Miwako lets the listeners join
Hiromitsu on his personal journey.

THING TO NOTE
Do you remember what I said in chapter 4? Recording events
in real time (i.e. interviewing someone as they perform an
action) is better than narrating about events. Real time
recording brings us closer to the story. Get people’s thoughts
and feelings while they’re performing an action. The story
will reveal itself better through action.
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BACK TO SCENE 4
The bell actuality signifies his lucky charm. “Wherever he
goes that sound follows him. It’s as cheerful as he is.”
Hiromitsu tells us that he doesn’t want to stay in the
apartment alone. That sentence shows the contrast from
being cheerful on his walk to feeling alone at home. Those
feelings came through an interview being recorded live.
Miwako may have got the same feelings from a sit-down
interview, but the bell sound and the walk brings out the
emotion better. His daily walk lets him acknowledge that he’s
alive and lucky to be here.
The scene ends on an upbeat, positive note with the quote:
“I’m alive.”

SCENE 5: ON THE ROOF: PAST
6:48 - 7:31
Hiromitsu talks about fighting for survival. The start of scene
five is juxtaposed with the end of scene four. We move from
the happiness of being alive to the reality of struggling for
life. We also hear water effects for dramatic tension.

TIP
To avoid a flat line story, consider what type of emotion you
want to start with and end with on each scene. Consider
moving from a fast pace to a slow pace, from happiness to
sadness, from prison to freedom, etc. when you cross scenes.

SCENE 6: PRESENT DAY: BACK ON THE WALK
7:32 - 8:21
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The start of this scene is contrasted with the end of scene 5.
Hiromitsu describes feeling very lucky for surviving the
tsunami. We've moved from an "all is lost moment" to a
feeling of “completion.” Our spirits as listeners have been
lifted. Miwako is structuring this story in peaks and troughs.
She's making us move through a range of emotions. By doing
this, she’s avoiding the flat-line story.

TIP
Make your listeners move through a range of emotions
throughout your documentary.

SCENE 7: BACK TO THE PAST
8:21 - 9:10
Hiromitsu describes the helicopters above him. He shouts for
help.
Water and airplane sound effects are used.
This is the moment where all is lost. The rescue helicopters
can’t hear his cries for help. (Consider what emotion this is
giving to the listeners).
It's at this point that Hiromitsu thinks about his wife to cheer
himself up. (Consider what emotion this is giving to the
listeners).
The sentence about his wife provides us with a contrast.
There's a juxtaposition of emotions in this scene. We as
listeners move from an all is lost moment to a brief moment
of love. However, we’re also left with a feeling of
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“unsettlement.” Deep down we know that his wife has died,
although this has yet to be confirmed.
This scene pulls us up and down through a range of emotions
in only forty-nine seconds.

SCENE 8: PRESENT DAY MIXED WITH PAST THOUGHTS
Walking Along the River
9:12 - 10:34
Actuality of walking.
Hiromitsu tells us he believes he was chosen to survive. He
feels that his wife saved him from death. It's this feeling
which keeps him living.
We see character development in this scene. He's beginning
to change as a person since the day of the tsunami.
The scene ends with a thought about how he appreciates his
wife every single minute. We’ve gone from an emotional low
point to an uplifting point in this scene.

SCENE 9: BACKSTORY: SECOND DAY ON THE ROOF
10:34 - 11:52
Hiromitsu keeps a positive attitude and holds on to hope
during his time on the roof.
He makes notes about his wife to keep her memory alive
incase he dies. (Here's an internal and external struggle
combined).
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He tells us that he loves his wife.
There's a two-second pause. This break helps us to absorb
his love for his wife.
The scene ends with his hope for rescue; however, it conveys
a sad tone about his missing wife. It's another scene that
takes us through a range of emotions.

SCENE 10: HIROMITSU’S ROOM: PRESENT DAY
11:53 - 13:45
Hiromitsu tells us he usually takes the stairs instead of the
lift/elevator. We see how appreciative of life he is.
His flat is messy. “It has almost no furniture but is full of
things.” We’re getting an insight into Hiromitsu’s mind with
this commentary.
We learn of Hiromitsu’s indoor shrine to his wife. We’re
finally being told what we've already guessed; his wife didn’t
make it.

TIP
Here we see the benefits of drip-feeding information. If we
had told the audience that Hiromitsu’s wife had died at the
beginning, we would’ve lost the power of this scene. By
holding the information back, we get more of an impact.
Consider what information you can hold back.
Hiromitsu tells us that he reads the mail to his dead wife’s
smiling photo. I went through conflicting emotions when
listening to this scene. I felt really sad for Hiromitsu because I
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could sense his pain about his lost wife. However, I’m also
happy for him. I can see how much he loved his wife. Even
now, he still celebrates his love for her, which is incredibly
touching.
And this is what makes a great story. We’re sad when our
characters are sad, and we’re happy when our characters are
happy. We as the audience are sharing the journey. I go back
to my original point. This story could have been told in a very
predictable way, but Miwako has crafted an incredible
journey.

SCENE 11: BACKSTORY: BACK ON THE TIN ROOF
13:48 - 15:22
The last scene ended on a sad feeling, but this scene provides
the listener with hope. It's an uplifting scene, even though it’s
sad in tone.

SCENE 12: REBORN: PRESENT DAY
15:24 - 19:23
Hiromitsu expresses his deep feelings through writing.
Getting Hiromitsu to read one of his letters aloud was a
superb move by Miwako.
This is a big character development moment. (I’ll leave that
for you readers to listen to first hand). I like the way Miwako
explains the moment.
We see even more character development in this scene.
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An emotional scene that ends on a lovely note. It came from
Miwako asking her character to read one of his letters. Think
of the impact the story now has. If Hiromitsu had just told us
how he felt, this scene wouldn't have been anything special.
By reading his letter to us, the scene has far more emotional
impact.

TIP
What things can you get your character to do to showcase
their feelings or moods?

SCENE 13: BACKSTORY: BACK ON THE TIN ROOF
19:24 - 20:36
Water actuality.
Rescue from the tin roof.

SCENE 14: BACKSTORY: HOSPITAL
20:38 - 20:48
A very short scene. One with contrasting emotions of joy and
sadness. Hiromitsu is reunited with his parents. (Joy).
However, he also realises his wife will never come back.
(Sadness).
The use of silence in this scene gives us space to breathe.

TIP
Don't be afraid to have silence in your documentary.

SCENE 15: PRESENT DAY: KARAOKE PARTY
20:50 - 24:57
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A positive, happy scene, which starts straight after the
sadness of the last scene. The scene has its own journey. It
moves from happiness to sadness back to happiness again.
This scene has karaoke actuality and reporter voice over.
We’re finishing the journey. Our character has gone through
an external and internal journey. He’s now reborn and
complete.
Hiromitsu rounds up the journey with his thoughts about
singing. It’s a lovely way to end his journey.

SCENE 16: MIWAKO’S R OUND UP: PRESENT DAY
Miwako gives us her thoughts on Hiromitsu completing his
Hero’s Journey.
Hiromitsu sums up his journey. The documentary ends with
a group song and on a positive note.
And there you go. A great documentary. We shared sadness
and happiness, despair and hope as we travelled alongside
Hiromitsu. Did you notice the way Miwako drip fed the
information to us in small chunks? If we’d known about the
entire history of this story at the beginning, the documentary
wouldn’t have been so good.

TIP
Consider different ways in which you can split up the
backstory with the present day. Doing this stops you
revealing everything in one go. We’ll look more at backstory
in chapter seven.
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PACING TIP
Always try and have a range of emotions throughout your
story to keep it varied. All good documentaries do this. A
thirty-minute documentary on a dark subject will still need
some moments of light relief. Comedies aren’t all laughs
either. They also have moments of warmth and love as well.
Consider using pauses and reflective moments alongside
action and humorous moments. These changes in tempo will
make the story better.

CONTRASTS
Look for contrasts in your character during their journey.
Ask yourself, what were they like before they started their
journey and how are they different by the end? Can you find
that point in time when they began to change as a person?
Consider character development. What emotions and
feelings, past and present moments can you use to showcase
different contrasts? Consider the use of pacing to highlight
these contrasts. Is this a good time for a pause? How will you
cross scenes? Will you move from a sad moment to an
uplifting moment? Try and find places along the journey to
move your story from high to low points, from fast to slow
points, etc.

CHARACTER RECAP
One of my tutors on my master's degree insisted that
character was the most important part of a documentary.
You could have the best story in the world, but if your
character is dull and uninspiring, then you won’t get a good
documentary. Hiromitsu is a great character. Without him,
the documentary wouldn’t have had the same impact. So
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when searching for documentary ideas, try and find
interesting characters. If we can’t feel empathy for our main
character, then we’re not going to take an interest in their
story. Finding a good character to tell your story was
drummed into me on my MA degree. We as an audience love
stories about people trying to overcome challenges etc.
Hiromitsu’s challenge was trying to get over the loss of his
wife. There was an emptiness inside of him that needed to be
healed. Found in Translation took us on his journey. We
walked with him, we shared his personal letters to his wife,
we met his new friends, and we even heard him singing and
enjoying karaoke.

ADVICE
Keep in mind that you don’t just have to have one character.
If you have three interesting characters, and you can tell the
story through them, then consider using them.

TIP
If you can, always tell your story through a human character.
It will make it more accessible to your audience. So even if
your documentary is on banking fraud, try and tell it through
human characters.

TIP
Show why YOU care as the storyteller. If you genuinely care
about your characters, the chances are, so will your audience.
Miwako truly cared about Hiromitsu, and that brought us
into the story better.
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WHENEVER YOU’RE CONSIDERING A STORY IDEA JUST
KEEP THIS IN MIND:
Find out who your story is about. (Remember viewpoint).
Who is your hero/your main character?
What does your main character desire? (This can be an
internal desire like completeness).
What’s stopping your main character from getting what they
desire? (Maybe it’s an emotional block? Maybe there’s a
circle that needs closing?)
What’s at stake if they don’t get what they need?
If there are challenges (physical or mental), how does your
hero break through these challenges and return to the
‘ordinary world’ complete?

TIP
If your story doesn’t have strong enough challenges, then it
probably won’t be interesting. For example, going to a
secluded Nordic community and making a story of people
living there is ok, but it's a bit bland. Finding someone in that
Nordic community with a life challenge, and then telling the
story of the Nordic community through that character’s
struggle, is far more interesting.

CHAPTER 5 RECAP:
Study and analyse documentaries. Look at how each scene
is put together and see how the separate scenes fit together
as a whole.
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Make sure your character is compelling before you even
start. No one will be interested in a dull character.
Try to tell your stories through a human being.
Consider the use of contrasts. Study how your character is at
the beginning of the journey. How have they changed by the
end of the story? How will you show this character
development?
Consider how you will drip feed the story to your audience.
Remember the pacing of emotions.
How will you cross scenes?
What does your character desire?
What challenges must they face?
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CHAPTER 6. THE LOGLINE FROM HELL
In this chapter we'll look at:


Creating loglines and how they can help us refine our
idea.

WHAT’S A LOGLINE?
A logline is where you condense your entire story idea into
one or two sentences. Screenwriters use this technique to get
to the heart of their story. Using a logline helps you focus
your idea. It shows you who the hero is, what their task is,
what the conflict will be, and who their enemy is (this could
be an internal enemy like fear), etc. Again, for copyright
issues, it’s best if I just link to other pages.

PLEASE READ THIS PAGE NOW ON WRITING LOGLINES
Back up logline link

TIP
Many screenwriters believe you should write the logline first
before you even start to write the script. If you can’t get the
logline to work, then it means your story is off target and
probably won't work.

LOGLINE IN A NUTSHELL
What and who is your story about? (Who is the hero/main
character?)
What does your main character desire?
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What’s stopping your main character from getting what they
want?
What will happen if they don’t get what they want?

LOGLINES FOR DOCUMENTARY MAKERS
Of course, the logline isn’t 100% applicable to documentary
makers. For a real life story, unpredictable events will often
move your story down another path. However, I do think
writing a logline is a worthwhile exercise. It will get you to
focus your idea. And a focused idea could save you lots of
time in the long run.
Writing a logline is tricky. Let’s do this in two steps. First, just
explain the basic story.
My idea is about this, and it’s fascinating because…
Saying "it’s fascinating because" gets you to think about WHY
your story is fascinating. If there's no "why", then you don’t
have a story. Good stories take an unexpected turn; it’s that
moment when you say, NO WAY! The word “because” gets us
to focus on that "turn.” If you can’t find a good enough reason
as to WHY your story is fascinating, then you'll know your
idea is too vague.

FICTITIOUS EXAMPLE
My idea is about a blind professional guitar player. It’s
fascinating because: He can play the guitar. Too vague.
On this occasion, you’d want to research more and find a
good ‘because.'
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Because: He’s actively campaigning for music to be stopped
in blind schools.
Because: He doesn’t want to date a blind person.
Because: He thinks blind people get too much help and aren’t
independent enough etc.
Next, use the advice from the Ten Tips for Writing Loglines
page to craft a logline.

LOGLINE EXAMPLE
With only nine months left to make the grade, a blind guitar
player battles over 500 sighted players, to win the solitary
scholarship on offer from Juilliard.

EXAMPLE TWO
My idea is about a single child from London who travels to
Australia to find his father. He also wants to get an Australian
passport. It’s fascinating because he grew up as an only child
in a single-parent family. However, he knows he has brothers
and sisters in Australia. He also knows that his father doesn’t
want to meet him.

DRAFT LOGLINE
A single child from London documents his 10,000-mile
journey on getting an Australian passport, by finding the
father and family that doesn’t want to know him. (Welcome
to my life story. I wouldn’t mind that Aussie passport! Hehe :)

AS YOU CAN SEE
The logline has begun to focus our story. Focusing your story
is a hard thing to do by the way. Be patient with yourself.
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Again, consider the story’s viewpoint. Of course, life events
will always change during production and new paths may
open up, but at least the logline gets the basis of the story
focused. It’s that first step.

LAYERING
Another way to think about your story is in layers. The top
layer can be the external journey (I travel to Australia to get
a passport). The second layer can be the internal journey (I
face my inner demons as I meet a family I know that doesn’t
want to meet me). Both layers have a clear route. Combine
them together and you'll be able to show contrasts and
character development.

ADVICE
If you can’t write a decent logline, you might need to find a
new story. You’ve got to be tough enough to kill a story and
move on if you think it’s not working.

CHAPTER SIX RECAP:
Find an idea and refine it.
Write a logline and search for a good “because”: My idea is
about this and it’s fascinating because…
My idea is about a blind professional guitar player and it’s
fascinating because: He can play the guitar. No turn.
My idea is about a blind professional guitar player and it’s
fascinating because: He’s actively campaigning for music to
be stopped in blind schools. There’s a “turn.”
Write some practice loglines for your ideas.
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CHAPTER 7. THE ROADMAP
In this chapter we'll look at:


Outlining your idea.



Using time in documentaries.



Backstory.



The paper edit.



Crafting the story.



Chronological order.



Starting the documentary.

So you’ve got your story idea, and you’ve done your research.
You also have a logline. Now you need to start planning and
structuring your idea. We'll do this by writing a rough outline
first. A lot will change once you start recording; however, it’s
always good to have an outline to follow.

ROUGH OUTLINE
1. Describe the basis of your story. What’s it about? Who’s
your main character? What do they want? What’s the
internal and external conflict?
2. Who's your audience?
3. What’s the driving force behind your story? What themes
will you try to show?
4. How long will your documentary/package idea be?
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5. What documentary style will you use?
6. What life questions do you want to try and answer?
7. How many interviews and locations do you need to tell the
story?
Next, consider the people you’re going to question, the
locations you’re going to record in, and the things you intend
to put in the documentary.
Let’s take Found in Translation as an example.
1) Miwako conducts a phone interview with her character.
She gets the story details.
2) She describes their friendship in the narration.
3) We have a live action scene where Miwako and her
character walk together.
4) We have a scene inside an apartment where there’s a
second interview.
5) We have a second live action scene at the karaoke bar.

IMAGINE THE MOVIE
If you can, at this point, try and outline/imagine the different
scenes of your story. Take that imagined movie in your mind
and put it down on paper. It doesn’t matter if your story
changes during the recording. Doing this will give you an
outline to keep you roughly on track.
With Found in Translation, Miwako’s apparently spoken to
her character first and got the rough outline of his story.
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She’s then probably sat down and worked out some rough
story blocks.

ROUGH BLOCKS
This is how it starts.
This is the character’s story from a-z.
This is him living now.
This is how it’s affected him.
This is how he's overcome his trauma.
This is how the story ends.
You can also storyboard your idea. If you’re like me, and you
can’t draw for shitake mushrooms, then watch this video. It’s
called storyboarding for people who can’t draw. And here’s a
free site for basic storyboarding as well.

TIP
When planning the story's overall journey, try and find, or
imagine places, which can showcase your character's feeling at
a particular moment in time.

FICTITIOUS EXAMPLE
Your character is going to find out by phone that his
girlfriend is breaking up with him. It's going to be a sad
moment. Consider where the best location would be to
record this moment. What location would help bring out the
sadness in this scene? Of course, this isn't always possible,
but it's good to be aware of this technique.
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SHOWCASING FEELINGS
You can showcase feelings in three ways. You can use action,
dialogue or narration.
Action is simple, and it's the best way to show feelings. For
example, if someone is crying, you record them crying.
With dialogue, you simply record their feelings when they're
speaking.

EXAMPLE
You record John as he talks about his feelings.
John: “Man I feel so depressed."
Narration is the easiest to do. However, it's not the best
method because it lacks the emotion of the other two
approaches.

EXAMPLE
Voice over: “John’s feeling depressed now.”
Action and dialogue are always better for documentaries;
however, it’s not always possible to record them. Narration is
your get out of jail card free.

DOCUMENTARY TIME: MOVING FORWARD
I've been taught to try and keep your story moving forward
in time. If you look at Found in Translation, there are two
stories being told. We have Hiromitsu’s backstory, and we
have his current day story. The backstory comes from
personal one to one interviews, and through the letters that
he and Miwako exchanged. We learn about his present day
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story when Miwako walks with him, goes to his apartment
and goes to karaoke with him. She uses his present day story
as a tool to tell us about his backstory.

TIP
When your documentary has to tell a backstory (this
happened to me, then this happened, and then this happened,
etc.), try and have a present day story moving forward in
time alongside it. Most of your documentary may involve a
backstory. Combining the backstory with a forward-moving
present day story can make you feel more involved in the
character’s journey.

EXAMPLE
I tell you an amazing story of an accident that happened to
me three years ago. To keep that old story interesting, you
decide to follow me on a journey in the present day. My
present day journey is connected to my accident story. For
example, today you record me going to the hospital to get my
leg checked. Throughout this day, I will tell you about my
accident. You follow me as I get up, get dressed, go to the
hospital, do tests and come home. During today’s recording, I
tell you how I feel about going to the hospital and doing tests,
and I also tell you about the accident that happened to me
three years ago.
The present day journey helps you feel involved with the
story that occurred in the past. It's because today's journey is
moving forward. The trick is finding links to connect both
journeys together. Found in Translation does this very well.
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Most of the story comes from the past, yet Miwako drip-feeds
this past story through a present-day narrative. She uses
walking with Hiromitsu, talking in the apartment, and
singing karaoke as her present day stories.
Found in Translation is an excellent template to base your
story telling on. It’s got one to one interviews, different
scenes, and good pacing. When you think about it, it’s just a
phone interview, an interview when walking, an interview in
an apartment and an interview at a karaoke bar. It doesn’t
sound like much; however, the documentary has been
constructed very well. The backstory and the present day
stories link together nicely.

TIP: CLONING
Start listening with an active ear to professional
documentaries. Notice how they unfold the backstory. If you
ever get stuck with your story, give Found in Translation
another listen. Study what Miwako has done. However, if this
structure doesn’t apply to your story, then find another
documentary to clone. Study how they’ve structured it and
try to mirror their structure. It’s all about practice. Once you
start to understand the building process, you can structure
your documentary in your own way.

TIP
For your first few documentaries, it’s perfectly ok to mirror
other people’s work. It's the only way you're going to learn.

INTRODUCING BACKSTORY: BRINGING THE PAST ALIVE
Consider different ways in which you can drip-feed the
backstory into the present day. Using this method will stop
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you revealing everything in one go. Backstory can come from
voice over, interviewee voice over, a conversation between
interviewees, sound effects, clips from news interviews,
letters, poems, emails, texts, WhatsApp messages, Facebook
posts, songs, narration, etc. Miwako used news clips, sound
effects, and her personal letters between herself and
Hiromitsu. She also used narration to introduce the past.

DRIP-FEED RECAP
When we don't give out the entire backstory straight away,
we can create suspension and tension. Try and drip-feed the
backstory through present day actions. Remember the key
words, "drip-feed." Try and keep people guessing as much as
you can. We don’t want them working out the ending of the
story too quickly. Use Miwako’s documentary as a template
for drip-feeding story.

ONE POINT TO CONSIDER
Not all documentaries will be based solely on backstory. If
yours is, then Found in Translation will be a good template to
use. However, if you have a current day story (someone
fighting for something now), then that current day story will
have to lead. The backstory, however, will still need dripfeeding. For example, why are they doing what they're doing
now?

CRAFTING THE STORY
Let’s say you’ve done your interviews; you’ve been to the
locations, and you’ve recorded what you wanted. Now it's
time to start crafting the story.
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THE PAPER EDIT: THE SUCKY BIT!
In 1997, I was taught by a very scary ex-BBC tutor about the
"paper edit." You listen to your interview, and you type it out
word for word. Then you go through the transcript and
highlight all the interesting quotes and actions that you
might use.

TIP
With action scenes, you write down exactly what happened
in that scene. For example, "John is playing guitar at the open
mic.”
In the video world, this is called "video logging." You go
through your source material and label it all. Logging makes
the editing far more efficient. So think of the paper edit as
video logging.

HOWEVER.....
Not everybody agrees with the paper edit method. It can be
very time-consuming. If you don’t want to use this method,
then don’t. The tutors, however, believed that having your
quotes highlighted in front of you, made it much easier to see
the stronger parts of the interview. The paper edit also
makes it easier for you to structure your story. It’s very easy
to drown in tons of audio, and it’s very easy to get lost. The
paper edit is a massive pain in the posterior, however, I like
it because I believe it helps me structure better.

TIP
It’s important that you don’t over record if you’re going to
use the paper edit method. Make sure you know what you
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want from your interview before you do it. Otherwise, you'll
be transcribing forever.

THE NON PAPER EDIT M ETHOD
If the thought of sitting for hours transcribing your
interviews pains you, then simply play through your audio
and drop markers onto the interesting quotes. You can then
create a clip list of all your favourite clips and come back to
them later. I’ve tried both methods, and I prefer the paper
edit method.

SUGGESTION
Let me suggest this to you, why not try it once? Transcribe
one of your interviews and then highlight the best quotes.
See if it helps you structure a better package than just audio
editing.

BRIEF RECAP
Getting from start to finish can be achieved in a few ways. As
we said earlier in chapter four, your story is: This happened,
then because of that happening, this then happened, which
then led to this happening and then because of that, this then
happened, etc. In other words, something happened, which
then creates a question that needs explaining to the
audience. What happened there? What’s going to happen
next etc.? These "questions" make our story compelling
because they have to be answered. We have to give the
audience the next bit of information to answer the previous
question. This answer may then set up a new question that
needs answering and so on.
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FICTIONAL EXAMPLE
Then John ran at me with a screwdriver.
Why did he come at you with a screwdriver?
I deliberately smashed his guitar.
Why did you smash his guitar?
He was saying bad things about my girlfriend.
Why was he saying bad things about your girlfriend?
And so on.
If you look at Found in Translation, it does exactly this.

STEPPING STONES: THINK IN BLOCKS
Think of your overall story as a collection of scenes/blocks
with each scene having a beginning, middle and an end.
Found in Translation has sixteen scenes/blocks with each
scene having its own mini journey.

TIP
Make every scene a mini journey. Consider each scene as a
micro story. Give each scene a beginning, middle, and an end.

FIGURE OUT THE OVERALL CHRONOLOGICAL ORDER FIRST
Plot the rough a-z chronological route for your external
journeys, your internal emotional journeys, your present day
journey and your backstory journey. Later on, we can chop
these journeys up and move them around to create one
overall physical and emotional journey. In other words, this
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happened, then that happened, so he did this, but he felt sad
doing that, and now he’s here and very happy, etc.

FICTIONAL EXAMPLE
EXTERNAL JOURNEY
1. Dave starts in his bedroom.
2. He’s at work.
3. He takes a bus trip to a church.
4. He leaves the church and goes to the airport
5. He flies to Denmark.
6. Dave is at his new job in Århus, Denmark

INTERNAL JOURNEY
1. Dave has depression in his bedroom
2. He feels fear at the workplace.
3. He feels indecision at the bus stop.
4. He's decisive in the church (turning point).
5. He finds peace in Denmark.

BACKSTORY
1. Dave started drinking at 15.
2. By 21 he was an alcoholic.
3. At 27 he hit his wife.
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4. At 33 he was homeless.
5. At 35 he found AA
6. At 40 he found peace.
Find your backstory and your present day story and roughly
note down their journeys from start to end. Look at the paper
edits of your interviews and the paper edits of your live
recordings. For example, maybe you recorded in a bar, at a
friends house, at the beach, and in an office. Roughly
structure your highlighted quotes into a beginning, middle
and an end for each recording. We’ll be writing narration
around these quotes later.
Let’s consider Found in Translation again. There was the
backstory of Hiromitsu telling us about his experience. There
was also a backstory of Miwako exchanging letters with
Hiromitsu. We also had the present day story of Hiromitsu
walking and singing karaoke. And a present day story of
Miwako walking and visiting Hiromitsu’s apartment.

NEXT
Make a very rough chronological map from start to end of all
the journeys in your story. (See previous page). Think about
how you’re going to connect them all. What will be your
beginning, middle, and end? What will be your turning point?
Do you have to jump back and forth in time to fit the
backstory into the present day story? Found in Translation
did this very well.

TIP
Always know how you’re getting into your scene. And always
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understand how you're exiting each scene. Find your
beginning, middle and end for each scene.

MID RECAP REFRESHER
Think of a scene/sequence/block as a stepping stone through
your overall journey. Found in Translation has sixteen
scenes/blocks. Each block tells a particular part of the story.
Each block should move the story forward on its overall
journey. Consider using The Hero’s Journey as a basic
template for your blocks. You probably won’t use all twelve
steps of The Hero's Journey, but you'll certainly use a few.
There’s definitely an introduction to your story (step 1), a
call to adventure (step 2), a crossing the threshold (step 5),
tests and enemies (step 6), an ordeal (step 8), a reward (step
9) and an ending (step 12).
Let’s look at Found in Translation again. This documentary
has sixteen story blocks. The "overall story" has an a-z
chronological journey.
1) I met this Japanese guy, and we became friends.
2) We exchanged letters.
3) He told me his story about losing his wife in the tsunami.
4) I learned that he was battling to overcome this tragedy.
5) I see that he’s at peace.

HIROMITSU'S PERSONAL STORY
1. I was happy with my wife.
2. The tsunami hit and I floated alone for two days.
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3. I was rescued.
4. My wife is dead, and I am sad.
5. I have a new life, and I have found peace.
If we told this story in that chronological order, it would be
interesting, but it wouldn’t be very exciting.

WHY IS THIS?
We’re not creating any questions that need to be answered.
In Found in Translation, Miwako deliberately mixes up the
chronological structure to create questions that need
answering. Unanswered questions can create suspense and
tension.

TIP
If you can, try to create questions that need answering.
Miwako's story jumps between past and present events, but
it always moves along one overall journey. From loss to
acceptance, death to rebirth.

TIP
Always move the "overall story" along from start to end.

FOUND IN TRANSLATION
1) Miwako used a phone interview, which gave the a-z
journey of the tsunami experience.
2) She used personal letters to take us back in time to
provide us with some of the backstory.
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3) She recorded three present-day interviews. These showed
contrasts in Hiromitsu's character between the past and the
present. She interviewed him while walking, while at his
house and also at the karaoke evening. And she questioned
him about what daily life was like before the tsunami. They
talked about what happened on the day, during the tsunami
and directly after the tsunami. She also interviewed him on
losing his wife, recovering from trauma and how he's settling
into his new life. She used those interviews as links into the
backstory. She cleverly took present day quotes and actions
and used them as a bridge to connect with the past.

TIP
As you work on your story, consider all the different moods
and emotions from each storyline/character. Log these
feelings and emotions. They will help you find character
contrasts later on.

QUESTION
How are you going to drip-feed the backstory into your
current day story? You’ll probably have to record interviews
in different locations. Miwako interviewed Hiromitsu on the
phone, as they walked, at his apartment and in a karaoke bar.

INTRODUCTION TO YOUR STORY: START STRONG
A good trick when starting your story is to start with an
exciting part first. To take a tip from my old stand up comedy
days (man I sucked!) you put your second best joke first and
your best joke last. This way you start strong, and you end
strong.
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Miwako begins her documentary with emotive music. She
gives us a brief introduction to herself and her character.
She's uses some news archive to give her story more of an
impact. Here we learn a bit about her character Hiromitsu
(notice the drip-feeding of past information). She tells us that
she wants to share a story of hope and renewal.
Her introduction poses questions that need answering. This
keeps us interested. Did this man really float on a tin roof for
two days on the open sea? How did that even happen? What
did he do for those two days? How was he rescued?

DANGLE A JUICY CARROT AT THE BEGINNING
Hiromitsu introduces himself to the listeners. Miwako tells us
about what happened when she met her main character for
the first time. “Hiromitsu passed me a note that says, when
you hear the tsunami warning, you must evacuate
immediately.” This line creates questions that need
answering, and that’s where Miwako ends the first scene.
She’s dangled a big juicy carrot of content for us, and then
she’s left us wanting more.
Of course, not all documentaries can start like this. Every
story is different. However, do consider dropping juicy
nuggets of information into your opening scene to get the
effect of what happened next? As we learned at the beginning
of this book, this is what makes a story addictive. If you have
a great quote/bit of action from scene five for example, then
consider using it as a trail for your opening scene.

ADVICE
By the way, this is all subjective. There’s no right or wrong
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way to this. Do what you feel sounds right. However, I like to
trail my best bits at the start.

TIP: DON’T CONNECT ALL THE DOTS STRAIGHT A WAY
The first scene in Found in Translation describes most of the
story. However, the way Miwako has crafted it, we’re still left
wanting to know more information. She hasn’t connected all
the dots for us, and that's a good thing.

QUESTION
Do you have any good quotes/action etc. that you can hold
back to make your story sound a bit more exciting?

EXAMPLE
Instead of going:
Narration-Quote-Narration.

CAN YOU GO:
Actuality-Narration-Live action-Quote-Music.
When you can, continue to analyse documentaries. See how
they’re drip-feeding the content and see how they’re crafting
their scenes. Create a Google spreadsheet. Make a note of
how the professionals get into and out of each scene. The
more scenes you log, the more tricks you can learn. And
knowing more tricks gives you more ways to craft your story.

TIP
The more you analyse documentaries, the more you’ll see the
patterns.
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OPTIONS FOR STARTING AND ENDING A SCENE
Fade in on actuality.
Music.
Live actuality from scene/a hard noise (someone banging on
a door etc.).
Great quote/s from an interviewee/more than one
interviewee.
Narration.
News actuality.
Fade out.

TIP: MAKE USE OF CONTRASTS
Consider the use of contrasts between scenes, whether it be
physical or emotional. Fast to slow, happy to sad, angry to
peaceful, etc. Scene four and scene five in Found in
Translation, move from upbeat positivity to one of survival.

CHAPTER SEVEN RECAP:
Create a rough outline for your documentary. What's it
about, what does your character want, etc.?
Plan your interviews and locations and then record.
After recording perform a paper edit/log your "tapes." Find
the best action and quotes.
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Figure out the chronological order for all the journeys in
your story. You'll have a backstory, a present day story and
probably an internal a-z journey as well.
Consider how you're going to connect the inner and external
present day journeys to the backstory.
Create the rough blocks of your documentary/storyboard in
an a-z draft.
Give each scene a beginning, middle, and an end.
Consider how you will drip-feed the story to the audience.
How will you jump back in time? What methods will you use
(actuality, letters, music, news archive, etc.)?
Next, we'll look at writing for radio and creating the
narration for our scenes.
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CHAPTER 8. WRITING FOR RADIO
In this chapter we'll look at:


Radio as a spoken medium.



Painting pictures with our words.



Using adjectives.



Writing narration.

I’m only going to look briefly at writing for radio here. This is
because I explain it in more detail on my radio presenter
course.

SPOKEN MEDIUM
Radio is a spoken medium. It conveys stories by the spoken
word. During our schooling days, we’ve been told not to
write in a casual way. However, for radio, it’s the complete
opposite. We need to write in a conversational manner, in
other words, we need to write how we speak.

TIP
If you’d say in normal life “John’s off to the pub,” then for
your script you’d type out exactly those words. In essence,
it’s this simple.

FORGET PUNCTUATION
When we write for radio, we can forget all about punctuation
and grammar. As long as our links are conversational in tone,
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they will do the job perfectly. Don’t use over complicated
sounding words for your script when a simple word will do.

TIP
Try to keep your sentences short and to the point. Long
winding sentences sound clumsy in radio.

PAINT A PICTURE WITH YOUR WORDS
(Taken from my online radio presenter training course)
A good way to connect with your listeners is to try and create
an intimate bond with them. One way we can do this is to
paint pictures with our words into their minds. Using words
that paint pictures into the minds of listeners is a good way
to start building a bond.
Consider this:
“It’s a nice day today.”
That’s ok, but it doesn’t paint a great picture in my mind.
Or consider this:
“It’s a lovely sunny day today, and the sky is crystal blue.”
These words create a much better image.

ADJECTIVES / DESCRIBING WORDS
Try and use “describing” words for your links, i.e. words that
put images into our minds. Is it hot? Is it cold? Is it wet? Is it
squishy? Is it sticky? Is it smelly? Is it damp? Is it sweaty etc.?
These describing words paint specific pictures into our
minds, and this is what we want. When writing a link, ask
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yourself if you’re painting a good picture. However, don’t use
too many adjectives in one sentence. Too many describing
words in one sentence will slow the sentence down.

EXAMPLE
“It’s a beautiful, glorious, hot, sunny, sticky, and sweaty day
today.”
Not only is that a mouthful to say, but it’s also producing too
many images for the mind.

BE SPECIFIC WITH YOUR PICTURES
Try and paint accurate pictures with your links. Make sure
these pictures are clear and not vague. Try to avoid words or
phrases that cause confusion. Remember we’re dealing with
a spoken medium. Short, clear, and concise is the way
forward. Use short words that your listeners will be able to
understand straightaway. Try to keep your language simple
and casual as well.

I'M A SENSING SOMETHING BABY!
When writing links/saying something, try and include the
use of your senses. Making use of your senses will help to
create stronger images in the minds of the listeners. Describe
how something smells, how it tastes, how it made you feel,
how it sounded, what it looked like, what it felt like to touch
etc. Was it wet, rough, hard, damp, etc.? Keep this in mind for
everything that you discuss. We have to make sure the words
we use describe well.
Try to use the active voice whenever possible. (More on this
in the Radio DJ course.)
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SCRIPTING: WRITING THE NARRATION
So, you’ve got your interviews, and your live action scenes
roughly plotted out in chronological order. Now we need to
combine it all together and create our story blocks (the
scenes). In between the blocks we’re going to use written
narration to get us from start to finish.

TIP
Your written links (narration) needs to push the story
forward. (This happened, then this happened, and because of
that, this then happened, etc.) For the major moments of the
story it’s good to use guiding phrases:
“And that’s when things went wrong..”
“Suddenly, John’s in trouble..”

EXAMPLE
Narration
Block/scene
Narration
Block/scene
Narration
Block/scene
End (Try and finish with action)
Again, consider The Hero’s Journey in this part of the
process. Remember, there are twelve steps to a hero’s
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physical journey and twelve steps to a hero’s emotional inner
journey. You don’t have to use all of these steps, but they can
help you identify what makes a story exciting. Using some of
The Hero’s Journey guidelines can help us construct
interesting stories.

TIP
Make sure your narration into and out of each scene makes
sense. The overall journey needs to be understandable.
Listeners can’t go back, so they need to understand
everything on the first hearing.

THINGS TO CHECK WITH YOUR NARRATION
This person talking, who are they? What do they do? Why are
they coming into the story now?
Why are you at this location? What was the reason for
coming here etc.?

TIP
Keep asking yourself if your story will be understood by
someone listening to it for the first time. Remember, you’ve
been working on this story for ages, so you know it inside
out. However, will new listeners understand your outline?
Will it make sense to them? Question everything that you do
from a new listener's viewpoint.

ENDING
Step 12 of The Hero’s Journey show’s completion. In real life,
this doesn’t always happen. However, your story needs an
ending. Otherwise, why are we listening to it? You don't need
to have a fantastic ending either. Found in Translation ends
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with Hiromitsu coming to terms with his new life. Simple, but
effective.

TIP
If you can, try and get a soundbite from your character to
showcase some form of completion. It isn’t always possible to
do this but keep this in mind. Consider the theme of your last
scene. What's it saying?

TIP
There are no set rules to radio; there’s only suggestion. Feel
free to experiment and try other ways. If you find a good
way, then let me know! ashley@onlineradioschool.com

THE FINAL TIP!
You’re going to make average packages and documentaries
at first. DON’T WORRY ABOUT THIS! It’s all about practice.
The more you do it, the better you'll get. Volunteer for
everything and offer to make packages etc. for free. Keep
practicing and you're going to get better!

RELEASE FORMS
Always get your interviewee to either:
A) Say on tape that it’s ok for you to use their interview.
B) To sign a release form. You can get free forms here.
If you don’t do this, they can stop you using their interview.
People do change their minds.

CHAPTER 8 RECAP:
Write in a conversational manner. Use contractions: it's
instead of it is, don't instead of do not, etc.
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Keep your sentences short and to the point.
Use words that paint pictures into the minds of listeners.
Adjectives (describing) words are good for this. However,
don't use too many in one sentence.
Make use of your senses. It will help to create stronger
images. Describe how something smells, tastes, made you
feel, etc.
Consider using The Hero's Journey format when writing your
narration.
Keep asking yourself if your story will be understood by
someone listening to it for the first time.
Get them to sign a release form or get them to say on tape
that you can use their interview.
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CHAPTER 9. RECORDING AUDIO ON
LOCATION
WHY RECORD ON LOCATION?
To get out of the studio environment.
To go where the stories are.
To get a sense of the “actuality” (the sense of being at an
event).
To record an interviewee in their home thus making them
feel more relaxed.
Recording overseas/in the field.

BE PREPARED
If it can go wrong, it will.
ALWAYS check EVERYTHING before you leave base.
Do you have a memory card etc.?
Does your microphone work?
Have you tested your microphone to see if it’s recording?
Is your microphone lead faulty?
Do you have enough battery power in the recording device
and microphone?
Do you have a backup memory card etc.?
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Do you have headphones?
Do you have spare batteries?
Have you tested the device before you’ve gone out?
Check ALL equipment BEFORE you leave base. A faulty piece
of equipment can often cause a complete failure of the
recording.

ON LOCATION
The first thing to do when you arrive on site is to set up your
equipment and then just listen. REALLY listen. Listen to
where ALL the noises are coming from?
Are you standing under a fan or a buzzing light?
Are you close to a noisy road?
Is there a background noise that will bleed all over your
recording etc.?

LISTEN FIRST
Always resist the temptation to rush into the interview. Once
you’ve listened, then the next thing to do is to record 2-3
minutes of “wildtrack” onto your recording device.
(Wildtrack is the background atmos of the event/interview
that you are at). We do this for a couple of reasons:
When we listen with the headphones on, and the volume
turned up, we can pick out background noises easier.
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We can also use this “wildtrack” in the edit later. Sometimes
location atmosphere can save you if you’ve messed up a
recording.

EXAMPLE
You’re doing a link live at an event, and when you get back to
base, you discover “handling noise” from the microphone on
the recording. Rather than going back to the event you can
record the link at base. Then you can mix your link with the
“wildtrack” that you've recorded. It is cheating, and it won’t
sound exactly the same, but it will save the day. However, to
avoid this hassle, just record your link properly at the event.

AVOID CONTINUOUS NOISES
Apart from making it hard to hear the interviewee,
rhythmical background noises (such as music playing in the
background, etc.) can make editing audio very tricky. The
listener will be able to hear when you've made an edit. This is
because there'll be a change in the music/background noise
when you cut the interview.

TIP
Always get people to switch off background music /
equipment before you interview.

CLOSE MIKING
One workaround to loud background noises is to “close
mike” the subject. In other words, get the microphone as
close to the subject's mouth as possible.

TIP
Make sure you turn down the recording level on your device.
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Your microphone is now closer to the subject, so the
potential for distortion is higher. Close miking also raises the
risk of audio “popping”, i.e. loud breath sounds into the
microphone, so do be careful. Another problem of close
miking is that you’re invading the subject’s personal space.
When you put the microphone closer to them, they’ll simply
pull away from you. Quite often you’ll end up chasing them
around!

SO…..
Always tell the subject what you’re going to do: “Listen it’s
really noisy here, so I’m going to get the microphone a lot
closer to you. Please don’t pull away from it.”
When using this method, you MUST turn down the
microphone volume otherwise your levels will distort.
However, this is the last resort method, the simple thing to
do is: Go and find a quieter place.

BAD PLACES TO RECORD
Anywhere near a busy road.
Across a table in a noisy office. It’s awkward, it
psychologically puts a barrier between you and the
interviewee, and the sounds will reflect back off the table
surface into the microphone.
Underneath large lampshades/lights/strangely shaped
ceilings. You will get reflections back into the microphone, or
the microphone will pick up the “hum” from the lights.
In a bathroom or a “lively/hard” room. In other words, rooms
with hard surfaces such as wooden floors, bathroom tiles,
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etc. The microphone will pick up strong reflections and
“echoes” from the hard surfaces.
In small spaces like an alcove etc. Odd reflections will
“colour” the sound.

GOOD PLACES TO RECORD
Near a thick curtain or a soft surface.
A comfortable sofa in a quiet room. Your interviewee will feel
more relaxed, and the sofa will give acoustic absorption.
In a garden or other quiet outside location. There will be few
acoustic reflections. However, listen out for birds, insects and
the wind blowing on the microphone.
Pedestrian area/quiet back street. The absence of traffic will
make recording easier.

TIP
Keep an eye out for muggers. Always have a thought for your
personal safety.

SOLUTIONS TO BACKGROUND NOISE
Get close to the sound source (the further away you are the
more background noise you will record).
Being aware of the acoustics you are in and controlling those
same acoustics.
Recording “wildtrack” to help mask difficult edits.
Listening to the output as you record.
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REMEMBER
CRAP IN = CRAP OUT

BRIEF RECAP
Always LISTEN at your location.
Eliminate or reduce the acoustic problems.
If there are too many background sounds, MOVE the
interviewee to a quieter location.
Close mike them but turn the microphone recording level
down. Watch out for “popping.”
Always record about 2-3 minutes (even more) of “wildtrack”
before you start.

WHEN INTERVIEWING YOUR SUBJECT
Set your audio levels on a practice question. Get your
interviewee to tell you about their day etc. Record them as
they speak and adjust the levels accordingly. Inform them
that you’re only setting your recording levels.
Before the interview, tell your interviewee that you may look
down at your equipment while you’re recording them.
Inform them that this is for monitoring purposes only. You're
just checking to see if the recording levels are correct. If they
see you looking at your equipment during the interview, they
should ignore you and carry on answering the question.
Reassure them that you're listening to their answers;
however, you’re just checking that everything is recording
correctly.
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Make sure the “pause button” is OFF.
Make sure you’re RECORDING FIRST before you ask your
first question.
Make sure you’re NOT JUST PLAYING BACK! (I’ve done that a
few times!)
If you hear a “pop,” be confident, and STOP the interview.
Tell your subject why you’ve stopped the interview. “Sorry
you just popped there, I’m going to ask you that question
again.” Then re-ask the question.
WATCH OUT for handling noise on the microphone or “cable
noise/rattle.” If you hear these noises (or any other
unwanted noises) when asking a question/receiving an
answer, STOP and ask the question again. Be polite, be
courteous and be confident. Don’t think “that’ll be all right I’ll
just carry on” because it won’t be. As soon as you get back to
base, you’ll realise that you won’t be able to use that answer.
This will weaken your interview.
Always look at your equipment levels when doing an
interview. Don’t just go on blind faith. If your levels go into
the distortion zone, stop the interview, re-level the volume
and ask the same question again.
Make sure your headphone volume is loud enough for you to
analyse the audio you’re recording.
Make sure you’re not just turning up the headphone volume
when you’re re-levelling your device.
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Always listen to the audio quality when you’re asking
questions and receiving answers.
Ask yourself:
Does the audio distort?
Is the audio level too low?
Is the background noise too high: if so what will you do about
it?
Watch out for breath “pops”, noticeably the letters “p” and
“b.”
Before you go out, be aware of how windy it is. Strong winds
blowing onto the microphone will destroy your interview.
Did you bring a “wind/pop shield for the microphone?” (An
often ad hoc method is to wrap some cloth around the
diaphragm end of the mic if you didn’t).

WIND EFFECTS ON THE MICROPHONE
Wind blowing onto the microphone can be a big issue. If
you're recording outside in the wind, then standing by the
side of a building with your back to the wind can reduce the
problem of wind noises.

TOO MUCH REVERBERATION
The microphone is too far away from your sound source. Too
much “indirect” sound, (that is, sound which has bounced off
walls, floor, ceilings and other hard surfaces, etc.) will give
your speech an excessively “distant” sound. The aim with

Be A Radio DJ

www.onlineradioschool.com

recorded speech is to give the impression that the speaker is
in the same place as the listener.

HEAD MOVEMENTS
If at first you’re recording too far away and you suddenly
bring the microphone closer, you can get “movement” issues.

EXAMPLE
You’re standing at a normal distance from your speaker, and
they’re moving their head left and right when they answer
you. At this distance, there won’t be much difference to your
recording. However, if you’re close-miking, then those same
small head movements will be magnified. This can cause
undesirable sound fluctuations on the recording. If this
happens, you need to tell your subject to stop moving their
head.
Always LISTEN AND ANALYSE.
IF IN DOUBT, JUST DO IT AGAIN!

EQUIPMENT
Let's take a quick look at audio equipment. I don't want to
focus too much time on this. Everyone has a different budget,
and it's continually changing.
I use a Beyer MCE 58 microphone and a Tascam DR-05
recorder. I'm a bit old-fashioned as I like to use a reporter
microphone. I used to use the Beyer mic with a mini disc
recorder. This was a standard BBC reporter’s kit around
2000. This setup does the job perfectly well. In 2014, I was in
Tokyo. I saw they were selling the Tascam recorder for
£45/$60. As that was 40% cheaper than the UK, I decided to
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buy it. The Tascam recorder has simply replaced my mini
disc recorder.
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AUDIO SNOBS
For some reason in the audio world, people are incredibly
snobby about equipment. The Tascam DR-05 has a mini jack
input. Many audio snobs complain that a mini jack input
provides inferior sound quality. They believe you should go
XLR output to XLR input. While XLR to XLR is better, I
honestly can't hear much difference between an XLR to
3.5mm input and an XLR to XLR input. The mini-jack input on
Be A Radio DJ

www.onlineradioschool.com

the Tascam sounds fine. If you have the budget to buy a
recorder with XLR inputs, then do buy it. If you don’t, the
mini jack input is perfectly ok.

However, this set up is a little pricey. Nowadays, you don't
have to use a reporter microphone. Goldsmiths University
advises their students to use a Zoom H2 recorder. I've
personally used one of these, and they're ok. They're
cheapish, and the sound quality is very good. You just have to
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hold them VERY gently. Otherwise, handling noises from the
case will bleed onto the recording.
If you want to find out more about what audio equipment to
use, then read this link.
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CHAPTER 10. RISK ASSESSMENTS AND
SAFETY
Always tell people where you’re going BEFORE you go to the
interview location. Make sure that someone else has your
phone number and the address and contact number of your
interviewee.
Get your interviewee’s details recorded and shared with
someone else before you go and meet them. If anything does
happen, then the police will know where to go.
If you’re interviewing outside alone, then try and interview
in a public place with other people around you. Don’t turn up
on your own with expensive equipment and then go off to an
isolated place.
Make sure someone else knows where you’re meeting your
interviewee and at what time. You’re going to meet someone
that you don’t know. Use your head. Most of the time it’s
perfectly fine, and I’ve never had a problem myself, but just
be cautious. Your personal safety must come above the need
to get the interview.
Most organisations make you complete a risk assessment
form before you go out on location. Risk assessments are
tedious; however, they get you to think about possible safety
issues that can arise. The “it won’t happen” to me belief has
caught out a few good journalists in the past. It could catch
you out if you don’t prepare.
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Below is a sample risk assessment form. I suggest you get
into the habit of filling these in before you perform any
location based interviews. Make your Google doc form on the
basis of this form. Then share your risk assessment with
someone else before you interview. That person will then
know where you are at all times. Simply think of this tedium
as good practice for joining a major media organisation. If
you ever work for the BBC, you will have to fill in many of
these risk assessment forms.

TIP
It looks good on your job application form when you can talk
about risk assessments.
The idea is simple. You look at a potential risk and simply
assess it. If you believe there is a risk, tick the box and then
write down your solution to that potential risk. The risk
assessment is designed to get you thinking about what could
happen. In fairness, it does open your eyes to risks that you
would never really consider.
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Typical Risk Assessment Form
Put a cross on the hazard that requires managing
Your Name: A really great student!
Location of interview: Dulwich Park (Google me!)
Date: 1/1/ 2025

Title:
Park Views

Cold weather working
I will wear warm clothes
and bring a teddy bear.

X

Lone working?
Yes: I have made people
aware of location. I will
have a working phone &
charged battery.

X

Theft
Squirrels, they’ll nick
anything. Bring a machine
gun. (I will have a friend
monitoring the
equipment.)

X

Potential of falling
objects
Conkers and hang
gliding squirrels.

X

Access & recess
I will make sure the
equipment isn’t blocking
entrances and exits.

X

Manual handling
Ooer!

X

X

Poor light
I will wear high
visibility clothes.

X

Recording in isolation
I will have a working
phone / battery and I
have shared contact and
location details with my
manager.

Possible structural
problems

General Public
I will store the
equipment out of way.

Transportation of
equipment to location

Batteries
I have spare batteries

Electricity

Lights

Cables
I will tape down all cables
so they don’t become trip
hazards.

X

Communication with
base
I have working phone.
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Fire/flammable objects

Lack of protective
clothing
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About The Author

Ashley Cowan runs the Online Radio School where he tutors
in radio presenting and media interviewing techniques. In his
spare time, he's a volunteer trainer for Whitechapel AM, the
hospital radio station for The Royal London Hospital, East
London. There he's created an eight-week practical radio
presenter-training course. All volunteers at Whitechapel AM,
get free access to his five-hour online radio presenter course.
Inspired by some random weirdo comedy writing genius in
LA he's decided to FINALLY flex his comedic dreams and has
now officially self titled himself "The World's First Ever
Radio Trainer Who Blogs Radio Advice Through Surreal
Comedy."
Yes! Students can now learn radio presenting and media
interviewing skills through surreal comedy. Trust me
readers, this is a business winner! (Just like my now
defunct "Straws for Wine" business).
His goal is to practice writing as many comedic training blogs
as he can so that one day he can write that radio sitcom that's
been bouncing around his head for the last ten years.
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In his spare time he's London Irish (so he likes a beer) and he
also teaches guitar. He's recently created an online
"Fingerpicking for Guitar" course.
There he teaches the art of fingerpicking for erm...guitar.
Students can learn twenty different fingerpicking styles for
their chords.
If you're nice to him, he may do you a 50% off coupon.
Learn more about Ashley and The Online Radio School here:
The Online Radio School
If you liked this book, then please feel free to share it with
others.
Share on Twitter UK version
Share on Facebook UK version

Share on Twitter US Version
Share on Facebook US version
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OTHER COURSES BY ASHLEY COWAN
The Under Priced Awesomely Made Radio DJ Training
Course!
Discover The Secrets To Successful Media Interviews!
Fingerpicking for Guitar
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ONE LAST THING
If you found this book helpful, then please let me know at
ashley@onlineradioschool.com and I’ll put your review on
the website.
Thanks again for your support!
Ashley
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