
Audio
Audio is a useful storytelling tool, and thanks to the Internet, print journalists can 
use audio to enhance and expand their journalism. Audio can be used as a 
standalone story (think NPR), as a podcast (an episode of a continuing series), 
or as a source document (extended clips of an interview).

With inexpensive digital recorders now available, there is no reason for a reporter 
not to carry one with them to an interview.

There are four types of sound you will use in an audio project. They are:

1. Nat Sound - “Natural” sound. Any sound that is recorded on the scene that is 
not an interview (e.g., a lawnmower, kids playing in the park).

2. Actuality - Audio footage of an interview.
3. Narration - The voice of the reporter. Sometimes used to tie together 

actualities if the story is complex.
4. Music - Used to set the mood of a piece or to transition between subjects.

Tips for Gathering Audio

1. Pay attention to natural sounds - Natural sounds set the place and mood of 
an audio story, so listen carefully for the natural sounds of the place and 
people you are including in the story. A telephone ringing, a machine humming, 
a baby cooing, all will add texture to your story.

2. Use an external microphone if possible - An external microphone is usually 
higher quality than the internal microphone and picks up less room noise. A 
unidirectional microphone is best.

3. Always ask permission to record an interview - In some states (including 
Illinois), both parties must consent to have a conversation recorded. State your 
organizational affiliation at the start of the interview so that there is no 
confusion that the interview is “on the record.”

4. Hold the microphone/record about 6-10 inches from the subjectʼs mouth, 
at an angle - If you place the microphone too close to a subject, or directly in 
front of their mouth, the audio will include breath noises and “pops” from the 
“p”s and “t”s when they speak. If you hold the mic too far away, you wonʼt get 
good volume levels.

5. Use headphones if possible - This allows you to monitor the sound as it is 
being recorded and avoids distracting room noise.

6. Ask open-ended questions, especially “why” and “how” question - This 
prods the interview subject to talk more.

7. Donʼt be afraid to ask someone to repeat something they said - If a 
subject makes a statement and it comes out garbled, or convoluted, ask them 
to repeat it for clarity. Say, “Could you repeat that?” or “could you clarify that 
last answer?”



8. Find a quiet place to conduct interviews if possible - the less background 
noise, the better. The exception is at a breaking news event, where the 
background noise may help set the tone of the audio.

9. Always start the tape recorder when you arrive - You never know when you 
will capture the best audio for a story. It may be at a breaking news scene and 
you get out of the car just as a witness is willing to talk, or the police are 
getting to the scene.

10.Get the interview subject to give their name and a defining characteristic 
(hometown, class in school, etc.) - Have the interview subject spell their 
name. You will not use this in the audio story, but you will need it when you 
post a story on the Internet.

11.Record extra “ambient” sound - Record about 30 seconds of “room noise” 
that you can use in editing later. This will help smooth out any rough edits.

Preparing an audio story

1. Stories have a beginning, a middle and an end - Do not just string together 
actualities and nat sounds and think this tells a story. Introduce the topic/
character, let the listener follow along and bring the story to a conclusion. Ira 
Glass tells it this way (via CurrentTV): Use a sequence of actions or raise 
questions and then answer them. Also, answer this question: “Why am I 
listening to this story.”

2. When recording narration, write out a script and practice before 
recording - Narration takes practice to come out right. Practice reading the 
script out loud at least three times before pressing the record button.

3. Use your natural voice in narration - 
4. Spell out hard-to-pronounce names phonetically - Za-BIG-new BRUH-zhin-

ski will help when you are narrating the name Zbigniew Brzezinski or a 
similarly difficult name to pronounce.

5. Be aware of copyright - If a music publisher has not given permission, you 
cannot use their music in your audio story, unless itʼs a critical review of a 
particular piece of music. There are places to find licensed audio to use 
(royalty free or via Creative Commons).

Tips for Editing Audio

1. Edit interviews/narration for “verbal pauses” - Verbal pauses are phrases 
like “um ...” or “like ...” that interrupt the flow of a subjectʼs interview. Verbal 
pauses take the most time to edit during an editing session.

2. Use cross-fades for all audio transitions - A cross-fade is when one sound 
“fades out” (volume goes to 0) while another sound “fades in.”

3. Make cuts to the audio track as close to the “0” level as possible - When 
editing, if you cut out a piece of audio when the levels are not near “0,” you will 
notice a “shift” in the audio from one piece to the next.



4. The point of editing is to be “invisible” - When deleting audio or 
transitioning from one piece of audio to the next, make the edit so that a 
listener will not notice the cuts.

5. Be ethical - You should not use audio that was not recorded on location 
(except narration), or “stingers” (canned “natural” sounds from a CD, for 
instance). And never change the meaning of a subjectʼs words. You can move 
a statement around in an audio story, but make sure the meaning stays the 
same.



GarageBand
Note: GarageBand is included with new Apple Macintosh computers. For those 
who are using PCs, or who want more advanced functionality, there is an open-
source program called Audacity available at this URL: http://
audacity.sorceforge.net. There are other, higher-end programs available as well. 
The basic principles are the same no matter which program you use. If you have 
Macintosh computers at your school, the GarageBand user interface is easier for 
students to learn on, and the program is somewhat more stable than Audacity.

When you launch GarageBand, a splash screen appears with several options for 
type of file. Select the “Podcast” option and click the “Choose” button.

Add a name to your project and click the “Create” button. Pay attention to the 
location where you save the project. The resulting file with a .band extension is a 
file format that can only be read by GarageBand. This is where you will add audio 
files and edit, but you will need to export the file at the end of the process to 
an .mp3 format.

http://audacity.sorceforge.net
http://audacity.sorceforge.net
http://audacity.sorceforge.net
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Once the project is saved, the editing screen appears. There are two main parts 
of the editing screen - the track timeline at the top of the screen, and the track 
editor at the bottom of the screen.   

To add an audio file to the timeline, find the file in the Finder window and click 
and drag the icon onto the timeline. A green plus sign will appear as the file icon 
is dragged onto the timeline. (Note: Avoid using the default “male” and “female” 
voice tracks, as those tracks have effects on them already)



Editing

When you load an audio file into GarageBand, you will see a representation of 
the sound file at the bottom of the screen (Track Editor). If you click on different 
tracks, you will see the trackʼs audio in the Track Editor. This represents an audio 
track in stereo. The center line in each track is a volume level of “0.” The taller 
the line is, the louder that particular sound is. 

To make an edit in the Track Editor, find the point at which you wish to make the 
edit and click and drag from the beginning of the edit to the end of the edit. That 
area of the track editor will be highlighted (see below).



Click the “Delete” button on the computer and that area of the track will be 
deleted. If you decide that you donʼt want to delete that region (or want to change 
the edit), click Command-Z (Undo) on the computer.

Once the edit is done, click on the following part of the track and drag it over the 
blank space in the Track Editor to the end of the previous section.

Underneath each track in the timeline, you can adjust the volume and pan of 
each track. You access the track volume level by clicking on the triangle in the 
options for each track.

Click once on the volume level “rubber band” to add an adjustment point, which 
will show up as a small dot on the line (see below). Add another adjustment 
point, and you can drag the point up or down to raise or lower the volume level. 



Use these adjustments to add cross-fades to your project.

Once you have finished editing your project, you will need to export it to a 
different format for it to be available to listeners. Under the “Share” menu, select 
“Export podcast to disk ...”

There are two compression options under the “Export Podcast to Disk ...” 
selection - MP3 Encoder or AAC Encoder. The MP3 encoder is supported by 
more audio players, while the AAC Encoder allows you to create “enhanced” 
podcasts with visual elements, chapter markers, etc. For most purposes, the 
MP3 encoding is preferred. Click the “Export” button to save the file as an mp3.



Video
Tips for Shooting Video

Video is different than the written word. To shoot good video, you need a story 
that will benefit from the nature of the medium, which means it needs to be 
visually appealing. People engaged in activities with plenty of action are visually 
appealing. People sitting at a desk are not. Most Web viewers will not watch a 2-
minute video of someone talking. In fact, you usually have less than 30 seconds 
to grab a viewerʼs attention with web video. These tips will help you guide 
students to produce video stories that appeal to web viewers. These tips are 
divided into three sections: capturing, scripting, and editing.

Capturing Video

1. RTFM - Read the flipping manual - Familiarize yourself with the ins and outs of 
your camera - how to turn on the audio level viewer, how to adjust the 
microphone level, how to adjust the lighting preferences, how to clear old 
footage off the disk (or erase the tape). Do this BEFORE you go to a shoot, as 
you will likely need to change one of these settings at some point.

2. Check your equipment before you leave - Do you have a backup battery? Is 
it charged? Is your microphone working? Do you have extra tape (or a backup 
SD card)? Is everything in the bag? Is the head on the tripod or on the 
camera?

3. It all starts with good audio - Try not to rely on the tiny microphone that is 
built into most cameras. If your camera has a mic input, use an external 
microphone - handheld or - even better - a lavalier mic (a mic that clips onto a 
subjectʼs clothes so itʼs less noticeable). If you canʼt use an external mic, think 
about using a digital audio recorder to capture audio while your camera 
records the image. 

4. Shoot in sequences - A sequence is a series of b-roll shots of an action shot 
at different camera angles. Sequences “compress time” in a video and aid in 
the editing process. A basic sequence of shots (via the BBC) is: close-up of a 
detail (the hands, for instance), close-up of the face of the person doing the 
action; medium shot; over-the-shoulder shot of the person doing the action; 
and another different angle (think creatively).

5. Focus on characters - Web video is most often driven by the characters who 
tell the story. If your story is about health care, try to find people to drive the 
story, not facts and figures. Characters have a strong voice, they have 
emotion.

6. Show action and reaction - Shoot footage of a subject doing something, and 
then shoot footage of what happens after the action. Think about a baseball 
pitcher throwing the ball. What is the inevitable reaction? The batter swings 
and either hits the ball or misses it.



7. Use a tripod! Whenever possible, make sure the camera is supported by a 
tripod. This makes for stable video, and you avoid the “Blair Witch Project” 
effect. When you canʼt use a tripod, try to support your body against a sturdy 
surface, or set the camera on a sturdy surface (car hood or tabletop). Hold 
your elbows close to your body while shooting.

8. Donʼt pan or zoom - Panning and zooming require practice, and is overused 
by amateurs. Also, panning and zooming cause web video to become 
pixelated. Hold your shots steady, then cut to the next shot.

9. Stop recording between shots - Pressing the “Record” button to stop 
recording after youʼve filmed a shot makes editing much easier, and saves 
time as well. Unless youʼre at a breaking news event, do not leave the camera 
recording while you reframe for the next shot.

10.Hold each shot for 10 seconds - Holding a shot for 10 seconds gives you 
plenty of footage to use when editing. Itʼs easy to cut 10 seconds down to 3 
seconds. Itʼs impossible to stretch 3 seconds of footage out to 10 seconds if 
necessary.

11.Get lots of b-roll footage - You can never have enough b-roll footage. In 
most instances, you will use more b-roll footage for the video than you will the 
actual footage of the interview. Letʼs say you have a 1-minute video, and you 
will use 20 seconds of “face footage” - footage of the subject talking. That 
leaves 40 seconds to fill with b-roll. At 3 seconds per clip, thatʼs 13 separate 
clips of b-roll footage you will need. Shooting in sequences and re-shooting 
from different angles will help you get enough b-roll footage.

12. Always have a strong “establishing” shot - Give viewers a sense of where 
the action is taking place, or whoʼs the main character. Think about a story 
about a refugee camp after Hurricane Katrina. A strong establishing shot would 
be a wide shot of the entire camp, or perhaps the entrance to the camp, 
followed by footage of the people who are living there, wide, medium and tight.

13. Shoot lots of tight (closeup) shots. Web video exists on a much smaller 
screen than video for TV, so close-ups are preferred to lots of wides or medium 
shots. Also, closeups carry more emotional impact than wide or medium shots. 
Unfortunately, most beginners fail to shoot enough closeup shots, preferring to 
stay farther away from their subjects and shoot lots of medium shots.

14.Pay attention to lighting - Especially during interviews, make sure the 
lighting is good. Donʼt have a strong light source behind the subject 
(backlighting) or have the subject looking into the sun (squinting). Try to 
balance the light on both sides of the subjectʼs face as much as possible.

15.Shoot closeups of your interview subject - unless they are unusually 
expressive with their hands, you should shoot closeups of your interview 
subject while interviewing them. Donʼt shoot a medium shot of their upper body 
if they donʼt do anything visually appealing. Thatʼs just wasting frame. The face 
and the hands are the primary areas that express emotion. Focus on those 
whenever possible.



Scripting

1. Always, always, always script your video - A script allows you to think 
through the story logically and put it in a story format. Unfortunately, most 
beginners fail to take this step, instead playing with the video until they get a 
story they think will be appealing. Itʼs possible to do this, just like itʼs possible 
to layout a graphic design without sketching it out first, but itʼs highly hit-or-
miss.

2. Start by selecting the strongest audio - Remember the key to good video is 
good audio. Select the best quotes from your interview subject. Be ruthless in 
editing out unnecessary quotes (via This American Lifeʼs Ira Glass). Use a log 
sheet and mark the time and the first few words of the quote and the last few 
words of the quote).

3. Select the strongest video (b-roll) - You have a lot of b-roll footage. Find the 
b-roll footage that best fits the story, that is composed well, and that works in 
sequences. Write down where these clips are by the time (e.g. 1:10;13 - hands 
with scissors clipping rose bud.) on a log sheet.

4. Write out the audio of the story first - Now that you have those great 
quotes, lay them out in the script in such a way that the story is told. Make sure 
it has a beginning, middle and end. Use narration to explain anything that isnʼt 
clear in the interview.

5. Use a two-column video script format - Video scripts are different from 
audio scripts, because there are two parts - image and sound. The sound is on 
the left side of the page, the visual is on the right side of the page. Make sure 
the visuals match up with the transitions and the audio. Remember that a 
video shooter will not always edit their own video. Writing this script helps if 
you have someone else do the editing.

Editing

1. Save often - As with any software, it is important to back up your work in case 
the software freezes. FC has an autosave function, but thereʼs no guarantee 
that the edits you just performed will be in the restored version of the file.

2. Use cuts for most transitions - Cuts are preferred for news stories. 
Dissolves, in which one clip fades into another, are used when there is a 
change of subject, or when the story is especially emotional. 

3. Include a title screen - Introduce your video with a 5-second title screen.
4. Include a credit screen - At the end of your video, include a screen that gives 

credit for the videographer and editor.
5. Donʼt forget the lower thirds - Lower thirds tell viewers who the speakers 

are. Unlike audio, you can show who the speakers are as they are speaking.
6. Match video to sound - Just like in audio slideshows, using video to reinforce 

the audio in your story makes for more compelling viewing. “I was watching the 
television,” says the speaker, while video shows the person watching 
television.



Tape vs. Hard Drive

Many less expensive cameras use mini-DV tapes to record video. However, 
more modern cameras (including, for instance, the Flip camera) record to a 
computer disk. Both systems have their advantages and disadvantages.

Mini-DV
Advantages: Mini-DV tapes are relatively inexpensive to use. Therefore, it is 
easier to buy new tapes and keep a tape library of source video for future 
reference. They are also used in a variety of video cameras, so you can use a 
tape on several different cameras.
Disadvantages: Downloading video from a mini-DV is time-intensive, in that you 
have to capture the video in real time. If you have 20 minutes of video, you will 
spend at least 20 minutes capturing the video to the computer. The tapes also 
take up space, and can become a burden if you have a number of tapes in your 
video library.

HD
Advantages: Hard Drive transfer of video from camera to computer takes much 
less time than tape. The hard drive systems usually use Hi-Definition quality, and 
there is less chance of a hard drive corrupting than a tape breaking.
Disadvantages: Itʼs easy to erase a hard drive or SD card, so your archive of 
footage wonʼt be as good. Also, all of that video will take storage capacity, either 
in an external hard drive or in your computer. Hard drives or SD cards are 
expensive, at present.



Using Final Cut
Note: These notes are for Final Cut (the basic interface is the same for Final Cut 
Express and Final Cut Pro), but pertain to most video editing software, where the 
interface is very similar. Appleʼs iMovie has been modified significantly over 
recent years, and doesnʼt work like this. However, the principles of video editing 
are the same, and that is the key point.

This guide will show how to:

•Import video into the computer
•Trim clips
•Put clips in the timeline
•Add a title clip and lower thirds
•Adjust audio
•Export the movie file

Importing video into the computer

Depending on your camera and computer system, you will either need to capture 
the video directly from the Mini-DV tape when the camera is connected to the 
computer, or import the footage directly into the program. When you open Final 
Cut Pro (FCP), the software will attempt to detect a camera-computer 
connection. If you have your camera connected and power on, you should be 
able to capture (File>Capture) footage from the camera.

Press the play button on the camera, or at the bottom of the capture window. As 
the video is ingested, it will show up in the Browser window in FCP.

A note about file maintenance: Final Cut uses a process called “non-
destructive editing” (NDE), which means that you cannot do damage to the 
original source files when you edit a clip. In doing this, it saves all of the files for a 
certain project (the .fcp document and assorted clip files) in a folder called “Final 
Cut Express Documents” or “Final Cut Pro Documents.”



Above is the interface for Final Cut Express. What youʼre looking at:

Browser: This is where all of your media (audio clips, video clips, still images, 
etc.) are organized in your project. The final media piece is also shown in this 
window as “Sequence 1” initially. 

Viewer: When you double-click on a video clip in the Browser, it shows up in this 
window, where you can adjust it to the time you want, or add an effect or filter to 
it.

Canvas: This window will show your edited sequence.

Timeline: Where you will do most of your work, this shows the sequence as it will 
appear when exported. There are ordinarily two video “tracks” and four audio 
“tracks” in the timeline. 

Tool Palette: There are a number of different methods of editing clips in FCE, 
and this menu allows you to select different means of editing.



Tutorial

Adding Titles

A Title screen is created using a video text generator. These are available via the 
text icon at the bottom of the viewer window (“Filters”). Select “Text” from the 
available options and then select “Text” from the next list. 

You will find a line of text in the center of a black screen in the viewer window. 



Above the viewer window are four tabs. The second tab, “Controls” is where you 
make changes to the text. With the controls, you can set the color of the text, 
font, size and tracking. Change the text to your desired text and then click back 
onto the “Video” tab to see how it looks. For better results, use a sans-serif font 
set to “bold” style.

Once you have the text set up the way you want it, you will click and drag it to the 
timeline. By default, the program sets the time length of the text generators to 10 
seconds. 5-6 seconds is enough for a title slide, so use the time indicator in the 
top left corner to change the length to 5 seconds. Since the title slide will go at 
the very beginning of your project, you should add this to the timeline before you 
begin editing together other clips. 



Trimming Clips

After you have imported your video, you should have a Browser window that has 
a number of clips in it. If you double-click on one of the clips, you will see that clip  
show up in the center-top window, the Viewer.

Rarely will you use an entire clip. You need to trim down the video to the best 
part of the clip. To do this, in the viewer window, move the scrubber to the point in 
the clip where you want to start the trim. For an interview clip, this would be 
before the person begins to say the words you want to have in your video. 

Next, press the “Mark In” button (or use the shortcut “i”). Next, drag the scrubber 
to where you want the clip to end. Press the “Mark Out” button (shortcut “o”). In 
the top left corner of the viewer window, you can see that the length of the clip is 
shorter than it was (expressed in time code: 0:00:05;00, which is 
hours:minutes:seconds:frames). You can also specify exactly how long the clip 
should be by changing that time code directly (click in the time code box and 



highlight the numbers you want to change).

Once you have trimmed the clip, click and drag from the viewer window onto the 
timeline. Your clip will appear in the timeline with a video track and audio tracks 
(see below).

Repeat this process to add other clips to the timeline. For organizational 
purposes, put your interview footage on the V1 video track.

Adding b-roll footage

Now that you have audio tracks and your interview footage, you will want to add 
some b-roll footage to make the video more interesting. Rarely will you show an 
interview subjectʼs face for more than 10-15 seconds at a time. To add b-roll 
footage, you will again use the viewer to trim your b-roll clips down to a good 
length. Most b-roll footage is 3-5 seconds long in a finished video.

After you have trimmed the clip (set the in and out markers), click and drag the 
clip from the viewer down to the timeline. Except this time, place the video on the 
V2 video track. You will notice that the audio also appears in a separate pair of 



audio tracks. If you do not want the audio from your b-roll to come in over your 
interview audio, you will need to separate the audio from the video.

Select “Linked Selection” under the Edit menu at the top of the page. This will de-
link the audio and video. Then, click on the b-roll audio tracks and press the 
“delete” button.

Adding Lower Thirds

The process of adding lower thirds is very similar to the process for adding the 
title slide. Select “Text” from the video filters menu, then “Lower Thirds” from the 
list of text generators. Change the sample text under the “Controls” tab. Note: 
There is a setting that will change the background color of the lower third text. 
Set this to “Solid” so that the text doesnʼt blend into the image itʼs superimposed 
over. You can change the color of the background bar and also each line of text.

When you have the lower third the way you would like for it to look, click and drag 
it onto V2 track of the timeline near the beginning of when you see a personʼs 
face in your video. Now, when you play the sequence, you should see the words 
of the lower third on top of the video for 6 seconds.



Adjusting Audio

If you double-click on an audio track, a representation of the audio trackʼs sound 
will show up in the viewer window. You can use this to adjust the volume level or 
pan of an audio clip. You can also use this window to adjust the length of an 
audio clip just as you do to edit video clips.



Export the Movie File

When you have the entire sequence complete, you will  need to export the 
sequence so that others can view it. There are two options for doing so: 
QuickTime Movie and Using QuickTime Conversion. QuickTime Movie will export 
a high-quality version of your video. This will usually create a very large file. To 
make the file size smaller, use “Using QuickTime Conversion,” which will allow 
you to compress the video size further.

Once you have exported your video, you can upload it to video sharing services 
like YouTube or Vimeo for web viewing. Using a video sharing service allows you 
to take advantage of the servicesʼ ability to automate conversion of video files 
into .flv Flash files and embed them on a web site, and also attract viewers who 
are already using the service.


