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AUDIO ESSAY |  WRITING FOR THE PUBLIC |  SPRING 2015 
 
 

Podcasts and radio shows have become a major platform for public issues. Combining storytelling 
techniques with mood-inducing music, sound effects, and the material voices of interviewers and 
interviewees (voices laden with the markers of age, gender, emotion, region, culture, etc.), audio essays 
bring public issues to life in a way that text-based essays simply cannot. For this project, you’ll continue 
to explore themes of nonfiction storytelling and description as a mode for constructing an argument 
around a public issue—but unlike your research narrative, you’ll also consider effective, persuasive 
storytelling in light of the challenges and affordances of sound-based, rather than text-based, essays. 
What can sound—the sound of a voice, a word, a scene, a song—do to a listener that a text-based 
description cannot? And how can a text-based description be re-written for the ear? 
 
 
TIMELINE 
 
Explore the audio essay genre: Wednesday, March 18–Monday, March 23 
In-class Audacity tutorial: Wednesday, March 25 
Deadline for conducting interview: Wednesday, March 25 
In-class work studio: Monday, March 30 
Rough draft workshop: Wednesday, April 1 
Final drafts due by class time: Friday, April 3 (in shared folder on Google Drive) 
 
 
PRELIMINARIES 
 

• Your audio essay should be 5–7 minutes long. This length is a hard and fast constraint; 
whittling your audio essay down to 5–7 minutes will require you to be a conscientious editor of 
your interview materials and to think very carefully about how to make an argument with an 
impact in a small amount of time. 

 
• Explore an avenue of your topic that you have not yet explored—realizing, of course, that much 

of what you decide to explore will depend on what comes up in your interview. 
 

• Your audio essay must make use of the following audio materials, though how you put these 
things together will be up to you:  

1) Excerpts from your 30-45 minute interview 
2) Ambient music 
3) Other sound clips that bring to life the content of your essay (i.e. the sounds of 
people and dishes in a soup kitchen in an essay on feeding the homeless) 

 
• Here are some optional materials. Depending on the vision and exigence for your audio essay—

that is, what your essays needs in order to do its job well—you might wish to include:  
1) Your own voice 
2) The reading of a narrative script that draws together, reflects upon, and/or furthers 
the message of the parts of your essay 
3) Short sound clips from people in addition to your primary interviewee 

 
• The materials for your audio essay should be collaged together in a crafty and purposeful 

manner. As with a short text-based essay, I expect you to balance your interviewee’s speaking 
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with other audio moments; your audio essay should not consist mainly of an unbroken four or 
five-minute audio clip from your interviewee, regardless of how good that clip is.  

 
• Your audio essay should have a clear arc from beginning to middle to end, just like a written 

essay. It should have transitions—a sense of momentum, of building toward something—and it 
should use sounds to set the mood for these transitions. 

 
 
WRITING FOR THE EAR 
 
Stanford linguist and radio-essayist Geoffrey Nunberg offers the following principles for crafting audio 
essays (via Jonah G. Willihnganz, Stanford University—see the link to Willihnganz’s site on our 
Resources page): 
 

1. Fix the listener in a particular time and place. 
 
2. Use concrete examples as often as possible, especially those that encourage identification. 
 
3. Signpost regularly: replace visual cues with aural cues, esp. with voice.  
 
4. Quote others sparingly, but use actualities (taped interviews, performances) freely. 
 
5. Be informal, conversational, but not flippant or careless—every word must count toward the point you 
are developing.  
 
6. Posit an “ideal listener” for your piece. 
 
7. Use short sentences and lists. 
 
8. Vary your inflection. 

 
 
WHAT TO EXPECT 
 
Your audio essay is worth 15 points. This higher number of points reflects the difficulty and labor-
intensity of this assignment in comparison to the written and visual texts you have so far completed. 
While there are many conceptual parallels between writing text-based essays and assembling audio 
essays, the labor involved in working with sound will be quite different. In addition to learning how to 
use Audacity (or your preferred audio-editing software) and collecting sound, voice, and music clips, 
you should expect to put in several hours simply listening to and editing selections from your interview. 
Then, you will put in several more hours, roughly assembling the different pieces of your essay, 
followed by a considerable amount of time polishing transitions and smoothing out defects in the audio. 
Don’t procrastinate. Work on your essay a little bit day by day. Expect technical difficulties; expect to 
use Google and the Audacity manuals to answer your questions. Work ahead.  
 


