Support the spread of good practice in generating, managing, analysing and communicating spatial information

Module: [M14 - Documentation]

Unit: [M14U06 - Fundamentals of Audio recording]

Handout for Trainee

Fundamentals of Audio Recording

Developed by: Jon Corbett and Kasondra White
[image: image1.jpg]



Table of Contents
11
Introduction


12
Audio recording tips


22.1
Always Wear Headphones


22.2
Minimise Background Noise


22.3
Manipulate the Environment


22.4
Record Some Room Tone


23
Microphone handling


23.1
Position the Microphone Correctly


33.2
Hold onto the Microphone


33.3
Lavaliere (or Lapel) Microphones


34
Recording


34.1
Listen


34.2
Do a Test Recording


34.3
Keep Quiet


35
Recording in different settings


35.1
Interviewing in a Home


35.2
Recording Groups


36
Storing your recordings


37
Using audio recordings in participatory mapping projects




1 Introduction  

This Unit outlines some of the fundamentals of audio recording and explains what to do and what not to do, including the steps to take to ensure that the end result is a clear and audible recording. It includes a discussion of the kinds of events that are most effectively represented through the medium of an audio recording. The Unit elaborates on the process of organising and storing audio data and making use of audio recordings for PGIS projects. 
2 Audio recording tips 

Most audio recording devices designed to be used in the field today record and store material in a digital format. The days of cassettes and reels have passed; today’s devices are small hand-held devices that utilise either small internal hard drives (such as on a computer) or flash media (e.g. compact flash or secure digital). Choosing a recording device is contingent on balancing price and audio quality needs.  A description of different models is not presented in this Unit; however, some of the types of devices that are available include mini-disc recorders, solid state recorders (which make recordings onto a memory card), laptop computers that are equipped with a high-quality audio recording device or personal digital assistants (PDAs). The technology is changing at a blistering pace; however, the fundamentals of audio recording remain the same. This section highlights some of the essential skills. 
2.1 Always Wear Headphones 
Headphones preferably cover the entire ear and allow the person recording the sound to hear exactly what the microphone is picking up – or not recording at all, in some cases. Wearing headphones enables the person doing the recording to eliminate certain sounds which may be unnoticeable to the naked ear, but which are picked up on the recording (e.g. someone tapping his or her feet). 
2.2 Minimise Background Noise  
In order to be fully aware of any sounds that may be picked up in the audio recording, recorders should close their eyes and listen. Ideally, sound recording should take place in soundproof studios or laboratories. However, these locations are rarely available, so the next best situation is to find a relatively quiet room with as little noise and distraction as possible. 
2.3 Manipulate the Environment 
Interviewers should not be afraid to ask someone to turn off the TV, radio or cell phone or anything else that brings unwelcome sound into the recording. Even recording in an office can be noisier than one would expect. Air conditioners, fans and computers create a constant, annoying background hum that cannot be removed since it underlies every bit of the recording.
2.4 Record Some Room Tone 
If a recording must take place in a noisy environment, capture two to three minutes of room tone at the beginning or end of any recording session. This can be done by setting the microphone up and recording while everyone present is silent. This room tone can be mixed into the interview later to smooth out any bad edits and make them less audible. 
3 Microphone handling 

An interview can be ruined by bad microphone techniques, for instance, when the microphone is too close or too far away from the speaker. 
3.1 Position the Microphone Correctly  
The further the interviewee is from the microphone, the more noise is introduced into the recording; this makes the interviewee sound hollow or boomy. But if the microphone is too close, heavy breathing, dry mouth noises or plosives – the fancy, technical word for those popping sounds people make when they say words that begin with the letter “p” – may be audible. 
The golden rule of microphone placement is to place the microphone as close as practical to the sound source without getting so close that unwanted effects are introduced. A typical hand-held microphone is usually placed at a distance of 30 cm from the talker’s lips. Obviously, this is sometimes difficult to achieve, but it is important to get as close as possible. 
The aim is to achieve a good balance between the subject sound (i.e. the voice of the person talking) and the ambient noise (i.e. the other background noises in the room at the time). In most cases, the subject sound (i.e. the person talking) should be the clear focus, filled out with a moderate or low level of ambient noise. The desired balance varies, depending on the situation and the required effect. However, recordings usually work best with few audio distractions and low ambient noise. 
3.2 Hold onto the Microphone 
When interviewing someone using a hand-held microphone, the microphone should be held with the fingertips (not the whole fist) since this reduces the handling noise and allows the interviewers to more easily tilt the microphone away to record their own questions. The microphone can also be wiggled gently and soundlessly to non-verbally signal to the interviewee that s/he is going on too long and it is time to wrap it up. The interviewee should never hold the microphone; when this happens, the interviewer loses control of the interview and the quality of the recording. 
The ideal position for the microphone depends on what type is used, but generally the microphone should be 30 centimetres from the speaker’s mouth, at a slight angle (45 degrees) from the corner. Listen and reposition the microphone if the interviewee sounds off-mike or if too many plosives are audible. 
There are many kinds of microphones, but generally an omni-directional microphone works well for most situations.
3.3 Lavaliere (or Lapel) Microphones  
Lavaliere microphones (sometimes called lapel microphones) usually are attached to the interviewee’s clothing using a clip. The preferred position is on a shirt lapel or thereabouts. This provides consistent close-range sound pickup and is ideal for interview situations in which each participant has his or her own microphone. It also means the subject doesn't have to worry about microphone technique. If there is time, the cable can be discreetly hidden in the clothing. If there is nowhere to place the microphone on the subject's chest, it may be placed on the collar. 
A lavaliere microphone should be positioned so that it does not rub against your subjects' clothing when they move. Lapel microphones are not ideal because they produce a muddier sound, but they can be helpful for recording people who are not used to being interviewed and for whom a regular microphone may be intimidating. 
4 Recording  

Before recording an interview or discussion, it is a good idea for the recorder to sit quietly in the room and simply listen to the environment. 
4.1 Listen  
Listening creates an awareness of different locations in the room that may produce better results; for example, the interviewer may move away from air vents and computers. Doors and windows should be closed, phones and computer speakers muted and cell phones turned off. If there is noise, it should be behind the interviewer so that when the microphone is pointed at the interviewee, it is directed away from the noise. Try not to record near windows and walls and marble floors since sound bounces off of these surfaces into the microphone, creating a hollow echo.
4.2 Do a Test Recording  
It is beneficial to spend a minute recording some small talk with the subject and then listening to it before conducting the entire interview. This may be a little awkward, but if it prevents creating an unusable recording, it is worth it. It is good to record interviewees saying their names, the date and a verbal acknowledgment that they are giving permission to record and edit their voices for use in a participatory mapping project. This should not be erased because it is an audio version of a release form. 
4.3 Keep Quiet  
The person doing the recording often asks questions or engages in a conversation with the person being recorded. They need to be careful about encouraging the interviewee by saying “uh-huh” or “mmmm” or “I see” – words that everyone says in everyday conversation to let people know they’re listening and understanding. These interruptions appear on the final recording and are often difficult to edit. Instead, recorders should nod and make facial expressions non-verbally to let the interviewee know that they are engaged.

5 Recording in different settings

Obtaining successful audio footage depends largely on the environment in which it is recorded. Ideally, speech recordings should take place in soundproof studios or labs. If those are not available, the person doing the recording should try to find a relatively quiet room with as little low-frequency noise as possible. Most typical sources of low-frequency noise include the hum from electrical equipment, heating and air conditioning ducts, doors, computer fans and other mechanical systems. If possible, those devices should be switched off during recording. 
5.1 Interviewing in a Home  
Most often, interviews are conducted in an interviewee’s home. Interviewees likely have favourite places to sit — probably in their sitting rooms. Any audio recording devices should be positioned close to the interviewee. If the microphone is placed on a table, it needs to be lifted off the table using a microphone stand. If a stand is not used, there is the danger that the tabletop will reflect the sound and cause an echo or hollow effect in the final recording. It would be ideal if there were a coffee table to one side of the sofa where the equipment could be positioned.

When considering where the interviewee should sit in a room, interviewers should pay attention to things around the room that might cause a distraction. For example interviewers may ask if there is:  

· a door that may open during the interview; 
· an open window; 
· a television or radio playing;
· a refrigerator, air conditioner or computer whose fans impact the audio quality. 
Many of these noises can be minimised by seating the interviewees with their backs to the quietest side of the room and with the microphone positioned in front of them pointing toward that quiet area.

It is preferable for windows to be closed and for computers and air conditioners to be turned off during the interview. If possible, the ringer on the telephone should also be turned off. This includes cell phones!  

Remember that refrigerators and air conditioners turn on and off automatically and cause unnecessary noise — this is a good argument not to conduct the interview in a kitchen! Interviewers should use their best judgment as to whether or not it is advisable to stop the interview because of a loud noise, such as a passing airplane or truck. It might be more important at that moment to let the person continue talking.

· The interviewer must always balance the sound quality of the interview with the general comfort and ease of the interviewee. 

· Too much fussing can make a person feel nervous and inhibited when it is finally time to start talking. 
5.2 Recording Groups  
During participatory mapping activities, it is often necessary to record groups of people engaging in dialogue with each other and with a recorder or facilitator. Successfully recording a group discussion requires that all participants are clearly audible and that individuals are easily identifiable. In order to achieve this, it is best to place the recording device in a central location. 
If it is possible, once the group discussion has begun, it is good to have all participants briefly introduce themselves. This is helpful when trying to identify voices later on. Another tip for simplifying the identification of participants’ voices is to have the moderator call on or thank respondents by name, or some other identifier, on the recording. 
When capturing a group discussion, the recorders play an important role in ensuring that a high-quality audio recording is produced. They need to remind participants to speak up if they are talking too softly and they should intervene when more than one person begins to speak at a time. Furthermore, if snacks or beverages are served, this should be done during a break in the session to avoid any unnecessary noise. 
6 Storing recordings

Storing digital audio files for archival purposes is not necessarily straightforward. The preservation of digital information hinges on three factors:  

· interoperability – creating digital files in standard, non-proprietary formats that can be opened on any computer using freely available software which will be supported over time;
· redundancy – storing files in more than one place and creating multiple backups on secure media;
· migration – shifting files to new media before the old media degrade and become obsolete and shifting files to new standard file formats before the old formats are no longer supported.

The current standard format is WAV files; it is likely that the files are already encoded (or stored) in this format. Backup options include the following:  

· Save audio files on multiple external hard disc drives.
· Create at least two copies on CD or DVD discs that contain the audio files for each interview, using two different brands of high-quality, blank media. 
· Keep storage materials in more than one physical location. Store CD and DVD discs in a cool, dry place away from direct sunlight.

· Check files and media regularly. Transfer files to new media if any problems are suspected.
· When the time comes, migrate immediately – do not delay.

7 Using audio recordings in participatory mapping projects

Audio footage recorded during participatory mapping activities can be used for multiple purposes:  

· It can be spliced together with photo and video material to create digital stories.

· It can be used to create podcasts for reaching a broad audience across the Internet.

· It can be incorporated into video documentary products and used to support some of the advocacy elements of participatory mapping activities.

· It can be used for archival purposes (and could be of great value for a community and family in later years).

· It also can have unanticipated future uses. The material might have been recorded with a singular purpose, but it might be repurposed to address a different issue some time in the future.

� Adapted � HYPERLINK "http://tinyurl.com/y8q3rj8" ��http://tinyurl.com/y8q3rj8� 
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