geo beach

I’ve never watched the Iron Chef (don’t own a television), but I do love a challenge, and reinventing the station break is a challenge well worth accepting.

After receiving the ingredients from Chris Bannon I phoned to inquire whether producers would be able to season the final dish with their own special spices; Chris confirmed that was allowed (“Freestyle / No Limits / No Constraints”) as long as the required elements were adhered to: the break length must be 2:10 and include the three underwriting credits and a promo for the Ira Glass event.

First, bravo and thanks to Eric Nuzum and WKSU.  The break provided as template holds up to air-check critique, it displays professional production standards, and the announcer has a wonderful voice.  Comments here are not intended as criticism of WKSU or the announcer, but rather to further the goal of reinventing the station break. 

I come to bury the station break, not to praise it.    

g
First listen impressions [notes & premises]:

[Music bed.]

Why the jazz bed?  It’s a classical station airing Morning Edition.  Why not either the station’s musical identity – classical – or its news identity – NPR News as exemplified by ME theme music?  That would contribute substantially to “stationality”.   One approach: keep the bed universal to cement the NPR News connection and go way local in the voicings to establish the individual community.

The bed is a mish-mash of music that gives no clue to the station’s identity: funky jazz with bass and trumpet, then no bed, then an acoustic pop folk guitar (while talking about Ira Glass, of all things).  What’s any of this sound have to do with either NPR News or classical music? 

[Station ID.]

“You’re listening to…”  This phrase never sounds conversational.  Can you imagine saying it to someone on the street corner?  “This is” is better; “It’s” is far better, and like much of the haiku of hosting, when you grok the listener and the program, you put them together with “less is best”.  So: just plain “Morning edition on…”  The rest is obvious, reality.

89-7 is a number, not a name.  Public radio listening is predominantly “appointment tuning”, and establishing location on the dial isn’t crucial.  In a world that’s more and more turning into numbers, does public radio want to take a number and stand in line?  Or make a name for itself?

Monday through Friday at least WKSU’s NPR fare is actually all NPR News, and with the substantial efforts being put into that branding (“NPR News” – vs just “NPR” or, worst in surveys, “National Public Radio”) it should carry through to the station level.

[Note: The WKSU program grid includes PRI distributed shows including Marketplace, Whad’Ya Know?  This American Life, and A Prairie Home Companion.]

Voicing sounds very formal – announcer-y, not host-like – for in my bed, breakfast nook, or morning commute.  

g
[Underwriting credit]

The underwriting credits’ intro “support for WKSU comes from” is stodgy and almost a passive construction.  Folks don’t talk like that.  Better: “is brought to you by”.

Who is this talking at me?  A reader?  An announcer?  No proper host greets guests without introducing himself.  Names are among the most intimate of words – use them!

[Time check.]

“It’s 7:19”.  This has got to be one of the worst exports of radio-clock-ese we commit.  People don’t think about time like this.  Only producers do, and only because we have to.  With the exception of air traffic controllers and a few other similar professions (which are too exacting to afford their practitioners the opportunity to simultaneously listen to the radio), people think about and talk about time in phrases like “It’s almost twenty past seven” or “It’s about seven twenty”.  

Nowhere do we hear perhaps the most functionally important fact of starting a new day: the name of the day – THURSDAY.  Or, for that matter, the date, April 5th.

g
[Forward promo. )

Mexican poverty… oh, that’ll keep ‘em listening in Akron.  Again, one of the big errors we make: routinely forward promoing the very next segment, rather than one that’s engaging.  Of course the NPR News shows themselves are not lightweight, and yes, you do have to eat your peas (“Time for your spinach!” – Jay Kernis), but hey, you don’t get the kids to come to the table by saying it’s Brussels Sprouts Night.  You tell ‘em there’s a hamburger coming up, and you get ‘em to sit down at the table.  Forward promos should not just routinely be utilized for the next segment in the lineup.

So instead of just what’s next, how about what’s best?  This is a station whose character is largely defined by NPR News and it’s Susan Stamberg’s 30th Anniversary!  No brainer.  

Likewise Tiger Woods, Steve Tripoli’s “Making Saving Easy”, Listener Letters, or D’Arcy’s music feature are all more appropriate for forward promo.

And in the event, “we’ll have a report” does little to establish WKSU as the listeners source for NPR News.   NPR News and the reporter’s name, John Burnett, aren’t employed.  How about “In just a couple of minute’s NPR’s John Burnett reports from the US – Mexico border.”?

 [Weather.]

Announcer finds a good conversational tone (finally).

I thought it was curious that at 7:20AM  the announcer said it was 33° at Cleveland Hopkins Airport and Akron-Canton while the printed intellicast.com weather (raw ingredient) gave current conditions as 55° just forty minutes later at 8:00AM.  Quite a leap.  

On closer inspection, I discovered the weather ingredient was from 24 hours and 40 minutes after the station break; i.e., the weather came from 8:00AM Friday April 6, 2001!  I’ve transcribed the announcer’s weather to utilize as the correct weather information.

There’s way too much weather for listeners to integrate during a quick break in morning drive time.  Morning listeners care about today’s weather, and then just broad brush strokes further ahead.  And again, as with time, real people think and talk about temperatures in round, approximate number – “about 70°”. 

g
 [Event promo.]

Pretty numbing text for morning drive time.  Is anybody going to call that toll-free number at 7:21AM?  Likely not.  Leave the heavy lifting for a music host after news is over.  We don’t need this level of detail two and a half weeks in advance.

On the other hand, the promo provides an opportunity to highlight WKSU’s programming.  After all, This American Life airs on the station.  “Each week, Ira Glass and This American Life bring listeners…”  But WHEN?  Why, Saturday at one in the afternoon.  That’s the connection with listeners!

 [Rejoin.]

Actual length of break is 02:11 and announcer steps on Edward’s host intro. 

g
REINVENTING THE STATION BREAK

Sound has a purpose.  Music, voicings, writing – precise word choice – is our creative medium, no less in 60 or 120 seconds than in 60 or 120 minutes.

In reinventing the station break, we need to look to the Core Values of public radio and insist upon Sense of Place to develop a genuine local identity, a truly unique place. And take note: placement is more than mere geography, it’s how things are ordered in space and time, including in listeners’ head space – “where their head is at.”

Of particular import as we redesign WKSU’s Morning Edition station break is the core value of  “Love of lifelong learning”.    WKSU is a university licensee – our listeners love learning.  We want to emphasize that bond.

The core value of humor – in its broadest form, i.e., not taking everything too seriously – is crucial to employ in developing the proper mindset for hosting.  (Warmth vs pedantry.)

And a unique, human, and conversational voice is what helps establish the real friendships that are created magically across the ether on public radio.

Local core values need to be applied as well.  Two are of special interest to WKSU.  Listeners are critical of commercial radio and television news because it’s shallow, it’s crude and classless.  And, listeners want news that gives them knowledge.

The music bed is classical, because that’s the station’s identity.  This particular bed is composed of selections from Vivaldi’s Four Seasons, Concerto No 1 in E: “Spring”.  But the obvious full orchestral phrases are eschewed for a more discreet sound.  This is music for a classical station on an April morning.


Spring has come and joyfully


the birds welcome it with cheerful song,


and the streams at the breath of zephyrs


flow swiftly with sweet murmurings.


But now the sky is cloaked in black


and thunder and lightening announce themselves:


when they die away, the little birds


turn afresh to their sweet song.

g
And  we start with new positioning statements: let’s try something that that conveys the station’s identity – it’s programming and its community.

You’ve got class – classical music and NPR News for knowledge at WKSU FM-89-point-7, from the campus of Kent State University.

A touch of class from WKSU, NPR News for knowledge and classical music from Kent State University.

Class is style, class is learning, class is classical music.  News is more than information, it’s for listeners’ knowledge.  It comes from a special place – an oasis: a campus – a University.  The listener gets it on their radio and, in the way that’s special to public radio, the listener is part of it too – You’ve got class.

Remember as we reinvent: EVERY WORD COUNTS.  The words express an attitude – the vocabulary is crucial.

We incorporate the name of the day, the name of the show and the first two underwriting announcements into a smooth thought.  “Thanks” is one of the most wonderful words in the language (we’ll use it three times here) and works fluidly when employed in a verb setting.

While retaining the strict text of the underwriting announcements, we highlight words that are pleasant for our listeners (“locally”, “foundation”).

We introduce ourselves as host, and so establish a community which includes (respects) the listeners.  We’re “together”.  Where at?  At a place that’s a total construct, a joint magic: WKSU.

We convey information conversationally, with a love for the names of the physical places where we are.  And we’re always always always attentive to the power of words.  “Sunny”.  “We’ll really warm up” – we’re together.

As the conversation glances ahead to the weekend, it’s an opportunity to forward promote WKSU’s Saturday programming, and we utilize the event promo to emphasize our locality “coming to Akron”.  We’re friendly, not detached “Join us”, and informal “meet Ira” (vs. “a pre-show reception with Glass”).  We know listeners are VERY BUSY right now – we have a sense of the place we are in time… about twenty past seven in the morning – so we casually introduce and appropriately utilize our web presence “browse by wksu.org” instead of reading out a bunch of numbers nobody’s going to dial right now.

g
We’re listeners’ NPR News station and we keep them excited about what’s ahead on this morning’s show.  One of our most beloved friends is celebrating a big radio birthday.  That’s cause for celebration.

We can weave the information and details creatively.  Some folks are just waking up – day, date, time, and temp are all part of place.  

As a host, we orient our listeners, we show ‘em around.  But not just in the physical world, in the intellectual world as well.  Listeners who have a love of lifelong learning love history, because history is learning distilled.  And local history is our job.  You can’t know Akron if you don’t know Firestone.  And hey, there’s a chance for a little humor, the most precious commodity on the market.

Again, we’re always grounded in the station’s identity.  In addition to News for Knowledge, we’re a Classical music station, and classical music is steeped in history.  Words are our being on the radio, and we are continually attentive to the words that have meaning to our listeners.  Interesting that even two centuries ago, musicians were holding benefit concerts.  It puts our own 21st century public radio benefits into a better light.

As history moves to the piano, our music bed segues from a spring classic to a classical piano rendition of the NPR News Morning Edition theme, and we highlight again what WKSU is all about: knowledge and class(ical).

Got milk?  Finally, something to dig your teeth into.  One very tall order in life that gets short shrift on public radio is food.  Our listeners are getting ready to eat in the morning and evening when we’re together, and yet food is substantially ignored (with apologies to Mama Stamberg’s Thanksgiving Cranberry Relish).  Contrast this posture with the array of cooking shows on television.  Take, for example … Iron Chef.

People love to hear the names of food, the food words.  It gives comfort.  And menus are important local information.  There are tens of thousands of school lunches served everyday in Akron.  Think it doesn’t matter?  Our listeners are baby boomers.  They have families.  The US Census bureau reports that the mean age of boomers’ children is 17 – in other words, a high school junior.  It matters.  And even if it doesn’t matter to you, it sounds delicious.  Especially when you get a casserole created in Akron named “Johnny Marzetti” that the kids love!  You can’t pass up those opportunities… not to just reflect a sense of your community, but to help create it.

Finally, re-orienting to where we are, “Morning Edition” and a hand off by name to Bob Edwards (he’s our hosting partner).  On time, with just the last resonance of the music bed’s final chord blending to Bob’s uptake.

g
I don’t have inside knowledge about WKSU or Akron.  I just made commonsensical judgments based on the raw ingredients provided.  My “special spices” (history and menu) took less that five minutes to pull off the internet* and didn’t require unique skills – just a willingness to treat the exact moment, the combination of station and listeners together, as unique.  Guess what?  Every host can do this.  Just follow the recipe.

Now mangi, mangi!

* The Akron School District removes older menus from its website, so I phoned and asked they fax the April 2001 menu to me.  In real-time, it would have been available online.   I also did take the time to ask what a “Johnny Marzetti” is – and was rewarded for my curiosity. 
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