
Adam’s Seven Easy Steps To Getting Sound That Doesn’t Suck 
 

1. Get close!  
You need to maximize the sound of your subject relative to the ambient sound around 

him/her/it, and getting close is the best way to do that. Some microphones are designed to 

capture distant sound sources, but you probably aren’t using one. 

 

2. Make sure you’re actually recording!  
Every media maker has a story of when they were young and they got a great interview only to 

realize hours later they weren’t actually rolling. Every recording device is different — some 

make you hit one button to record, others two. But generally, unless you see numbers on a 

counter advancing, you’re not recording. Look for the numbers! 

 

3. Set your levels!  
You need to adjust how sensitive your recording device is relative to the sound you’re recording. 

You want to get the highest level possible without maxing out (that’s called clipping, peaking, 

distorting, etc). When using digital devices, it’s best to be conservative; when in doubt, turn it 

down. Clipped sound is usually unusable. 

 

4. Monitor your sound as you record!  
Plug in headphones and listen to your sound as you’re gathering it. There are problems that you 

will never be able to perceive just by watching the level meter: wind noise, popping P’s, mic 

handling noise, etc. You can’t fix the problem if you can’t hear it. 

 

5. Don’t confuse your headphone volume control for your level control! 
Because, derp! 

 

6. Always use protection! 
Almost every mic needs some kind of shielding to protect it from excessive wind and excessively 

enthusiastic talkers. There are a million products on the market: foam muffs, hairy sheaths 

appropriately called “dead cats,” thin membranes of stretchy fabric suspended in a frame, big 

porous capsules they call “zeppelins.” Odds are you need one, but keep it simple. A cheap foam 

thingy will keep you out of most trouble. 

 

7. Get at least 20 seconds of ambient sound for every scene you record! 
That means stop talking and just record the noise of the space you’re in. You might think you 

won’t need it, and you might be right. But in the history of media production, no one has ever 

sat in the editing room and thought, “Boy, I wish I hadn’t gathered all this ambient sound!” 

People regularly think the opposite. 


