Captioning Diary 11/30/99

(The following is a compilation of notes and emails sent home while training to become a broadcast captioner at VITAC Corp. in Pittsburgh, PA.  “Karen” refers to a student I provided CART for at Princeton University before moving to Pittsburgh)

As for the job, well, the first couple months, I absolutely loved it. I looked forward to going to work every day and didn’t' want to leave at the end of the day. I still like it now, but I have to admit, this is *the* hardest thing I've ever done in my entire life! I definitely did not expect captioning to be this difficult. I wanted the challenge. I was dying for a challenge. I was challenged every day at Princeton, and when that was over, I knew going back to deps would be a bore for me.  Well, I sure got what I asked for. 

I think the hardest part is progressing.  Remember in school how you'd learn a new letter every day, and the next day you'd learn something else? I remember feeling like, no, we can't learn something new, I'm still trying to master what we did yesterday.  Well, by Friday, what we did on Monday seemed like cake compared to what we were doing by then.  So you could see the progress.  

Well, this...well, it's been 4 months since I went on the air.  We are scored on everything we send out over the air, every "session," every transcript. Every time I go on the air, I’m tested basically.  That pressure alone is enough to make you insane.  You end up thinking about your score instead of can the viewer read this? 

I remember being at Princeton and if I knew something wasn't in my dictionary, I would throw asterisks in the strokes just so they'd come out phonetic and so she'd have a chance of figuring it out.  Well, now, if I know it's not in my dictionary, I wouldn't dream of doing that, because, like on the CRR, if it's 3 strokes, it's 3 errors.  Isn't that a terrible way to be thinking? 

VITAC is strict, no way around it, except not to write it at all.  They'd rather you edit around the word, which is hard to do under pressure.   So, although I'm sure I *am* progressing, by looking at my scores, it doesn't seem like I am, and that's frustrating for me.  I am a perfectionist, and I'm impatient.  I want to be a captioner *now*!  My supervisor says it takes a good 2 years before you're really a good captioner.  I don’t' like that! 

The other thing that's been hard is, I come from a field where if you're writing realtime, as you know, you're a step ahead of the other reporters who are not.  You're at the top of your field.  You're highly sought after.  I never really gave it much thought when I was working as a reporter.  It's just the way it was.  Well, hell, I worked 15 years to get to that place, I guess.  It was a gradual thing.  Even when I started at Princeton, I sucked in the beginning.  I had to change so much of my writing on the fly...like when "did he manned" translated instead of "demand."  There was no test.  There was no one telling me you *have* to change that.  I just knew in that second, from now on "TK*E" is "de~" and that's the end of it.  

By “Karen’s” senior year, I had progressed so much.  My writing had changed so much.  I became such a better writer, gradually.  I didn't even realize it until I looked back.  People would call me, just to ask questions because they wanted to get into realtime or whatever.  Well, you come to a place like VITAC, and you are pond scum!  I swear.  That may seem exaggerated, but you cannot believe the writers in this place.  I am amazed every day.  Sure, there are mistakes but not a lot.  These are really clean writers, real talent.  I am struggling to get one sentence to translate.  It's not because I can't write.  I know I can write.  It's all the other pressures.  First, the pressure of being *on the air*, on TV, millions of people could be seeing this!  Second, it's the pressure of being scored.  

My biggest critic at Princeton was me.  “Karen” didn't care.  She just skipped over the mistakes! Plus she used to tell me on a regular basis what a good job I was doing.  Here, you just get critiqued on your mistakes.  There's little room for appreciation.  Naturally, all I see are the mistakes.  It's hard to see the positives. 

Well, I’ve just completely discouraged you from a career in captioning, if you even had a crumb of interest!  It's not all that bad.  It's just *really* hard, harder than school, if you can imagine that.  Actually, this is the irony of it all.  When I do shows that are straight writing, I do much better.  Let me explain.  Most shows are scripted, some partially and some fully.  For example, World News Tonight with Peter Jennings is on every night at 6:30.  At around 5:30 we receive scripts from ABC.  I, as the captioner, will write the scripts on my machine, and the coordinators will edit them, cleaning it up for air.  By 6:30 we may or may not have gotten all the scripts into files for the computer.  Once the show starts, the coordinator sits in the control room with me.  They actually *send* the lines one at a time from the file that we've created from the script.  Peter Jennings loves to ad lib.  He never follows script.  So if it's close enough, we just send it.  If not, the coordinator will say "Go," and that's my cue.  I start writing.  It could be one word.  It could be one sentence.  It could be 5 minutes.  I write until the coordinator sees it matches up with what's next in the script.  

So this goes on for a half hour.  Some nights I may write 2 words.  Other nights I may write half the show.  Sometimes they send us scripts that never run.  Other nights they send us everything on their rundown, but use scripts they didn’t send us, and I’d have to write the whole thing.  I must tell you, this is insane.  It is so hard to write this way.  You are writing, and the coordinator is sometimes searching, scrolling, making all kinds of noises.  You have to tune this out.  Sometimes people are coming in the room as you're writing, because they're trying to help the coordinator find something, or the computer crashed or whatever. 

Other shows, like sports, which are completely live and which I'm not doing yet, or Nightline, which is partially scripted, are so much better.  I had the opportunity during the summer to do the WNBA, women's professional basketball, mostly because I begged, because I’m a fan, and because everyone hated doing it because they weren't familiar with it.  So they let me do like 4 or 5 games.  It was awesome.  You start writing when they utter the first word and you stop at the last.  There are no scripts.  There's no coordinator in the room.  You just write. 

Now, of course, it's difficult because there's whacky names and it's fast, and there's lots of basketball terminology I’m not all that familiar with. And there's VITAC style with numbers and things that go against what we've been taught by Lillian Morson.  But as far as just writing, you can close your eyes and concentrate and write.  

Nightline is one of my favorite shows, because we do get some intros, where Ted Koppel introduces the night's topic and a couple blurbs on his guest of the night.  Then we'll get one package, which is a story narrated by a reporter, as compared to 5 or 6 packages on World News Tonight.  Other than that there are 2 segments of the show where, after Ted introduces the guest or guests, I just write until commercial.  It's so much easier than the stop-and-go crap.  

Obviously, they do all that stop and go because they can get better quality, but for the captioner, it is so unnatural for us to write like that.   Right now, I’m doing mostly CNN Headline News, which is *all* scripted, but they sometimes jump around and if you can't find the story, you have to write.   Every half hour, they do sports, which is a summary of the day's sporting events.   This is, by far, the most difficult thing I’ve ever had to write, tougher than any expert witness I’ve ever had to take down.  They cover every sport, and they throw the names out like you wouldn't believe.  The whole thing only lasts 3 or 4 minutes, but you could get completely killed in that time!  We actually get the scripts of the sports, but you never know if they're gonna run that one or a new one.  Weekends are especially difficult because there are sports going on all day.  I’m getting better at it.  

When I first went on CNN about 2 months ago, I just panicked every time I saw it was a new sports segment.  Nothing would translate, because even if I had these names in my dictionary, which I didn't, I couldn't understand what the hell they were saying anyway! 

Well, that is, of course, the downside of captioning, or I should say the downside of learning to caption, because I am nowhere near being a full-fledged captioner.  But the rewards, on the other hand, are that you're helping someone every day participate in something they may not otherwise have been able to participate in.  And, hey, a regular paycheck every two weeks is nice too, not to mention health and dental insurance!  Ha-ha.   

Sometimes, I miss being my own boss, being able to take off whenever I want, but I surely don't miss the headaches of computer breakdowns and the financial ups and downs, not getting paid, taxes and all that crap.  Hey, my machine malfunctions, I simply tell someone, and they take care of it. My headphones aren't working, I tell someone, and within 2 hours, I have a new pair of headphones.  That part is great.  So I am learning patience, for someday, hopefully sooner than I think, I will be on the air, confident and comfortable, just writing and seeing the end product before my eyes clean and near perfect.  That is why I will stick this out, as difficult as it gets sometimes! 

