Tips for Writing Broadcast News Copy

The idea behind news writing is pretty simple: keep it short and to the point. Everyone writing for a newspaper or website knows this.

But that idea gets taken to a new level with it comes to writing copy for radio or television broadcasts. There are lots of tips for broadcast news writing that make the job a little easier.

1. Keep It Simple
Newspaper reporters who want to show off their writing style occasionally insert a fancy word into a story. That just doesn't work in broadcast news writing. Broadcast copy must be as simple as possible. Remember, viewers aren't reading what you're writing, they're hearing it. People watching TV or listening to the radio generally don't have time to check a dictionary.

So, keep your sentences simple and use basic, easily understood words. If you find you've put a longer word in a sentence, replace it with a shorter one.

Example:

· Print: The physician conducted an extensive autopsy on the decedent.

· Broadcast: The doctor did an autopsy on the body.

2. Keep It Short

Generally, sentences in broadcast copy should be even shorter than those found in print articles. Why? Shorter sentences are more easily understood than long ones.

Also, remember that broadcast copy must be read out loud. If you write a sentence that's too long, the news anchor will be gasping for breath just to finish it. Individual sentences in broadcast copy should be short enough to be easily read in one breath.

Example:

· Print: President Barack Obama and congressional Democrats sought to ease Republican complaints about a massive economic stimulus plan Friday, meeting with GOP leaders in the White House and promising to consider some of their recommendations.

· Broadcast: President Barack Obama met with Republican leaders in Congress today. The Republicans aren't happy with Obama's big economic stimulus plan. Obama says he'll consider their ideas.

3. Keep It Conversational

Many sentences found in newspaper stories simply sound stilted and unwieldy when they're read out loud. Use a conversational style in your broadcast writing. Doing so will make it sound more like real speech, as opposed to a script someone is reading.

Example:

· Print: Pope Benedict XVI joined U.S. President Barack Obama and Queen Elizabeth II on Friday by launching his own YouTube channel, the latest Vatican effort to reach out to the digital generation.

· Broadcast: President Obama has a Youtube channel. So does Queen Elizabeth. Now Pope Benedict has one, too. The pope wants to use the new channel to reach out to young people.

4. Use One Main Idea per Sentence

Sentences in newspaper stories sometimes contain several ideas, usually in clauses that are broken up by commas.

But in broadcast writing, you really shouldn't put more than one main idea in each sentence. Why not? You guessed it — put more than one main idea per sentence and that sentence will be too long.

Example:

· Print: Gov. David Paterson appointed Democratic U.S. Rep. Kirsten Gillibrand on Friday to fill New York's vacant Senate seat, finally settling on a woman from a largely rural, eastern district of the state to replace Hillary Rodham Clinton.

· Broadcast: Gov. David Paterson has appointed Democratic Congresswoman Kirsten Gillibrand to fill New York's vacant Senate seat. Gillibrand is from a rural part of the state. She will replace Hillary Rodham Clinton.

5. Use the Active Voice

Sentences written in the active voice just naturally tend to be shorter and more to-the-point than those written in the passive voice.

Example:

· Passive: The robbers were arrested by police.

· Active: Police arrested the robbers.

6. Use a Lead-In Sentence

Most broadcast news stories start with a lead-in sentence that is fairly general. Broadcast news writers do this to alert viewers that a new story is being presented, and to prepare them for the information that is to follow.

Example:

"There's more bad news today from Iraq."

Note that this sentence doesn't say very much. But again, it lets the viewer know that the next story is going to be about Iraq. The lead-in sentence almost serves as a kind of headline for the story.

Here's an example of a broadcast news item. Note the use of a lead-in line, short, simple sentences, and a conversational style.

There's more bad news from Iraq. Four U.S. soldiers were killed in an ambush outside Baghdad today. The Pentagon says the soldiers were hunting insurgents when their Humvee came under sniper fire. The Pentagon hasn't yet released the soldiers' names.

7. Put Attribution at the Start of the Sentence

Print news stories usually put the attribution, the source of the information, at the end of the sentence. In broadcast news writing, we put them at the beginning.

Example:

· Print: Two men were arrested, police said.

· Broadcast: Police say two men were arrested.

8. Leave out Unnecessary Details

Print stories tend to include a lot of details that we just don't have time for in the broadcast.

Example:

· Print: After robbing the bank, the man drove approximately 9.7 miles before being apprehended, police said.

· Broadcast: Police say the man robbed the bank, then drove nearly 10 miles before he was caught.

9. Use the Present Tense
You're writing for flow and to express what is going on now. Broadcast strives for immediacy. To convey this to the listener, use the active voice whenever possible. In English, try to use a subject-verb-object sentence structure. For example: "Police (subject) have arrested (verb) 21 activists (object) for staging a protest at Merlion Park on Saturday afternoon."
10. Write to the Pictures
TV and video audiences will see why something happened. In television, the phrase “write to tape” is used to describe the way a story script is built around the visual images you have gathered. Don't write any longer than the story or pictures warrant.
11. Use imagery: Radio audiences need to imagine the people, places and things in your story. With your words, create powerful and straightforward imagery. Use descriptive verbs instead of adjectives. For example, if you say “he struts or saunters” you’re giving a picture without using an adjective. But don't let vivid, imagery-rich writing turn verbose. Use words sparingly.
12. Let the speaker speak: If you’re hosting a show or an interview, be the host. Don't overpower the subject of the story. When interviewing, "Don’t 'mm hmm' them and don't keep talking and talking about yourself," Irani says. "You’re just a conduit whose job it is to relay a story/experience/emotion from the guest to the audience."
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