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ABSTRACT
This study examines the development of presentation

styles in television news programs produced by the Canadian
Broadcasting Corporation from 1953 to 1988, to assess
significant developments in television news and the cause of
such changes. It attempts to isolate various factors which
shape television news, notably the impact of news gathering
technology and decision-making by journalists.

The study is carried out in the context of a

provisional set of time frames marking different stages of
development. The provisional periodization is used to chart
the extent to which television news has developed its own
story-reporting methc s, rather than merely borrowing
presentation styles from the print media, newsreels and
radio. The usefulness of the provisional periodization is
tested by means of the detailed analysis of 996 news stories
in 72 CBC newscasts. The news reports are analyzed
according to such presentation elements as story subjects,
the use of interview clips, the use of film and videotape,

and the role of the anchor and reporter.
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INTRODUCTION

The blitz of information that is the television
newscast, with its drama of unresolved conflict, sometimes
startling visuals and quick pace, is constantly changing as
the events reported also change. Even though the news
changes each day, television presents news in a standardized
form, making the television newscast significant both as a
form of television and as a form of journalism. This study
examines the development of presentation styles in
television news programs produced by the Canadian
Broadcasting Corporation from 1953 to 1988.

It has been argued that presentation styles set
television news apart from the surrounding television
programs which compete with news for the viewer's attention.
According to Justin Lewis, "the news is made up of a whole
series of stylistic conventions that shape and structure the
news so that we immediately distinguish it from other forms
of television."'

The standardized form of the television newscast helps
the viewer to make sense not only of the rush of information
and chaotic happenings of the world but also to do so in the
context of the multiple messages throughout the television

broadcast schedule. Peter Dahlgren has written:

1. Justin Lewis, "Decoding Television News," in eds. P.

Drummond and R. Paterson, Television in Transition, (London:
British Film Institute, 1985), 223.



[The] production conventions of the [program],

with their repetitive narrative structures,

limited repertoire of verbal and visual symbols,
(standardized] dramatic motifs, and thematic
contents, crea;e an easily graspable and unambiguous
"image worlad".

This study analyzes changes over time in CBC television
news presentation style, to measure the extent to which they
can be explained by attitudes about television news held by

news workers such as reporters, editors and managers, by the

medium's role as a provider of entertainment and information
and by technology.

This thesis does not argue that technology is the
strongest factor determining television news presentation
style, but seeks to develop a better understanding of the
role technology has played. Apart from highly specialized
articles in technical journals, little information has been
published on the history of television news technology. If
technological determinism is considered a too simplistic
explanation for the development of television news
presentation, there is nonetheless a need to identify those
aspects of television news that can be satisfactorily
explained by technology. It may be that the choice of

whether to use an available technology is rooted in the

2. Peter Dahlgren, "The Modes of Reception: For a
Hermeneutics of TV News," in Television in Transition,

Ibid., 238.
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organizations. Broadcasting institutions, as loci of power
in society, may themselves broadcast news programs that
perpetuate the social order. Graham Knight has defined news
as a type of knowledge that tends to reproduce, in an
uncritical fashion, relations of power and domination in
society.} This reproduction is structurally determined
because journalists use conventional forms and methods of
news reporting. 1In Knight's analysis, therefore, news
cannot be a critical, coherent and co.prehensive
representation of reality. Ironically, efforts by
television news to seem more real and thus more authentic by
such means as interview clips and emphasis on the roles of
anchors and reporters czn increase the degree to which the
information on the newscast is mediated or shaped for the
viewer.

Ideology implicit in news values may be acting to shape
television news and ideological content may very well be a
consequence of presentation style, but this study does not
attempt to examine the role of ideology. Such an evaluation
would require not only detailed content analysis of the
ideas expressed in news stories, but also a study of the

values in Canadian society and their development over time.

3. Graham Knight, "News and Ideology,"
Communication, 8 (No. 4, September 1982), 15-41.
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Whether these'changes have affected the role of television
news in society is not immediately clear. It may be that
Knight's definition applies to television news at all stages
of its development. This study does not offer definitive
explanations for television news presentation style and its
development over time, but it seeks to identify the extent
to which technical, administrative and other factors have
operated at a various periods in the history of CBC
television news.

Any effort to explain the presentation style of CBC
television news must at present take place without the help
of a comprehensive history of the CBC, its television news
service, institutional and economic structure, technological
capabilities and programming. No such history has been
written, but this study, drawing upon elements of social
science and history, attempts to contribute to the small but
growing body of work on various aspects of the CBC's
development.

Information about CBC television news department
operations, CBC news programs and news personalities over
the years appear in Knowlton Nash's two-volume
autobiography, in books by television broadcasters Peter
Trueman and Warner Troyer, and in general histories of

Canadian television by Sandy Stewart and E. Austin Weir, but

such works tend to be anecdotal rather than scholarly. The




few studies that have been done on the institutional
structure of the CBC, such as The Public Eve: Television and
the Politics of Canadian Broadcasting, 1952-1968, by Frank
Peers, make little attempt to relate institutional or
administrative history to the CBC's television programs.
When broadcasters write their memoirs, they fondly recall
the pioneering development of methods to combine silent
visuals, voiceover and sound-on-film interviews, for
example, using complicated but ingenious multiple-projector
systems. The overwhelming sense they give, however, is that
television news now is undoubtedly better, more technically
sophisticated, more immediate, with more expertise on the
part of the reporters, more in-depth stories and more catchy
visuals.

But the theory of television news in general and most
books and articles about Canadian television news treat the
news as a static entity. This makes it difficult to assess
significant developments in television news and the cause of
such changes.’ Without an ... orical perspective, the
theoretical analysis of television news risks being mired in

presentism, a too-narrow concentration on the present with

4. The work of theorists such as John Fiske, John Hartley,
Gaye Tuchman, Peter Dahlgren, Justin Lewis, Robert
Rutherford Smith, Graham Knight, Gertrude Robinson and
Steven Kline, for example, concentrates on present-day
television news.




too little reference to the past or the future, as critics
find in television news. In The Media Society, Ross A.
Eaman writes:

We cannot, in fact, understand what news is simply

by examining it in its present form. We need to

know how news today differs from news a century or
more ago. Otherwise, we run the risk of mistaking
attributes of news that are merely temporary for
those that are universal.

One of the most visible indicators of change in
television news presentation style over time is technology.
This study tracks changes in CBC television newscasts in
relation to developments in technology. When technology

cannot explain a shift in presentation style or there is

little change despite developments in technology, it is
probable that other forces are at work, such as the
attitudes news workers have about their roles and the
choices a news organization makes. Some aspects of
presentation style, notably the on-camera roles of anchors
and reporters, do not change drastically over time. This
study examines technological factors governing how anchors
and reporters are shown on television news, but looks at
such other factors as CBC's attitudes about journalism and

its labour-management relations for fuller explanations.

5. Ross A. Eaman, :
controversies, (Toronto: Butterworths, 1987), 33.




CHAPTER 1: A PROVISIONAL PERIODIZATION OF THE DEVELOPMENT OF
CBC TELEVISION NEWS
In order to analyze the nature and significance of the
changes that have taken place in CBC television news, this
study uses a provisional set of time frames marking
different stages of develcpment. In broad terms, technology

and journalistic conventions such as the role of reporters

and anchors are factors used to differentiate the
provisional periods of television news development at the
CBC. The broad time frames are used to chart the extent to
which television news has developed its own story-reporting
methods, such as the use of film and graphics, on-camera
reporters, and interviews with people in the news. The time
frames are based on a preliminary screening of CBC
television news programs from 1953 to 1988, to identify
obvious changes in presentation style. Descriptions of
television news formats in the biographies of Canadian
broadcasters, CBC television schedules, newspaper clippings,
anecdotal histories of Canadian television and oral history
interviews of Canadian television journalists have also
provided a basis for the definition of the provisional
periods.

The provisional time periods group key factors expected
to cause change. At the conclusion, the provisional time

periods will be reassessed in view of the analysis of a

7




representative sample of CBC television newscasts. The
provisional periods define developmental boundaries that
represent periods of the greatest change in television news
style and seek to explain this change.
Period One: Gestation (1952-1954)

For the first couple of years of CBC television, the

network's news service struggled to provide news items for

television programs. It seemed to lack a sure sense of
television news as either a unique form of television
program or of journalism. It was a period when audiences,
intrigued by the new medium, could be expected to find even
dull programs entertaining.

Broadcasters were experimenting with television news,
trying to determine the most appropriate form it should
take. In a 1950 article in Jourpalism Quarterly, Harry E.
Heath Jr. described different ways American broadcasters
were considering to present the news on television.® The
methods then in use on American television were: remote
(outside the studio) coverage; national or local newsreel
programs; newscasts consisting solely of still pictures with
voiceover narration; headline shows; television

"newspapers"; and ticker tape programs. Headline programs

6. Harry E. Heath Jr., "News by Television: A Review of

Practices and Possibilities," Journalism Quarterly, 27 (Fall
1950), 404-418.




consisted of a series of brief news bulletins with text of
their headlines on screen and voiceover by a news reader.
News programs consisting of film of spot news done by studio
remotes or outside broadcasts were most popular with
viewers. Least popular were ticker-tape programs. They
presented text of the temperature, time, and the weather
forecast on the screen. The news was printed in a
horizontal band running from right to left across the screen
or scrolling up the screen. This style survives in the form
of cable television news and program schedule chanrels.

As dull as some of the formats seem in hindsight, they
were practical ways for cash-strapped television news
operations to get onto the air. In fact, broadcasters put
news on the air mostly to gain prestige. Television news
was decades away from being a money maker.

In the 19508, television news struggled for credibility
as a journalistic form. 1In an assessment of the state of
television news in the 1950s, Sig Mickelson stated that
critics "talk in terms of television as a hybrid monstrosity
derived from newspapers, radio news and the newsreels, which
inherited none of the merits of its ancestors."’

If the CBC was uncertain about the importance of news

on television and the way it should be presented, the radio

7. 8ig Mickelson, "Growth of Television News, 1946-1957,"
, 34 (Summer 1957), 304.
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newscast and the theatre newsreel provided models for the
broadcasting of news and its pictorial presentation. The
newsreels typically shown to motion picture audiences were
noteworthy for fast-paced voiceover and editing of the
standard fare of scenes of aviation daredevils, beauty
contests and propagandistic war footage. The newsreels were
dogged by a reputation for being entertaining but
journalistically suspect. They provided audiences in pre-
television days with visuals of people and places in the
news, but did not supplant newspapers and radio news. The
CBC's radio news service, by contrast, won respect from the
time of its establishment in 1941. By 1952, when CBC
television went on the air, the radio news service had a
team of experienced broadcast journalists reporting for
regularly-scheduled daily national, regional and local
newscasts.

Preoccupied, perhaps, with the technical demands of the
new medium of television, CBC television did not immediately
schedule television news as a distinct program in a time
slot of its own, in the same way that CBC radio provided
daily newscasts. CBC television news during this early
period made little more than a token appearance, giving
audiences grainy visuals of primarily show-and-tell soft

news stories rather than the hard news stories now customary

on television newscasts. The capacity to provide daily
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pictorial news reports was the one aspect of the new medium
that gave television an advantage over newspapers, radio and
newsreels. There were no on-camera reporters, likely
because the theatre newsreel had not used any, but also
because the CBC initially saw its role as a disseminator of
news gathered by print and radio. Getting news film on the
air was a feat in itself, making the task of obtaining clips
of interviewees all the more difficult and thus all the more
rare.

When the television service of the CBC first went on
the air, the programs most resembling newscasts were a

weekly half-hour program entitled "Newsmagazine" and a

biweekly television newsreel program, "CBC Newsreel", with
French and English editions. The first listing for "CBC
Newsreel" appeared in the CBC's program guide, CBC Times, on
September 11, 1952, from 8 to 8:15 p.m. fhe listing for
September 22, 1952 briefly explained that the program
consisted of international, national and local news. CBC
cameramen filmed stories in Montreal and Toronto. The CBC
relied on freelancers to film stories elsewhere in Canada
and other organizations such as Gaumont and the British
Broadcasting Corporation for film of international events.
"CBC Newsreel" lasted only for several months. No

recordings of "CBC Newsreel" are known to exist, but an

extensive collection of "Newsmagazine" films have survived,
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starting with the September 14, 1952 edition. It looks very
much like the movie newsreels that were just going out of
fashion as television broadcasting began. It consists of a
number of short items, mixing hard news and some light-
hearted human interest features, all with music and an ever-
present voiceover narration which sounds ponderous to
present-day ears. Until 1957, the program largely retained
this newsreel format, providing viewers with a wide range of
visuals, with little attempt at in-depth coverage of the
hard news issues of the period.

Heath pointed out that the main disadvantage of such
newsreel programs was their lack of timeliness in relation
to other types of programs. News programs using only a news
anchor or still pictures could get a news item on the air
much faster than it took to film and edit a news story for a
newsreel program.

Gordon Sinclair announced the start of a new CBC
television news program, one that would use an anchor
reading news stories as well as filmed items, in his radio

and television column in The Toronto Star:

CBLT is streamlining its early evening stuff from
Monday on, with the idea of inserting a news slot.
TV News, up to now, has been slightly more
desirable than a migraine headache, but not much.
No show I have seen has been much brighter than
dishwater. . . There will be interviews that shape
up in advance a bit dullish, still pictures, and
the hclp of assorted experts. Anything but that
dreary news reading given by WBEN [a Buffalo
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television station).?

The program about which Sinclair wrote was "Tabloid", a
half-hour mix of news, weather, interviews and light
entertainment, broadcast Monday to Saturday from Toronto.

The news, lasting approximately 10 minutes, appeared at the

beginning of the program. There are only three recordings
of "Tabloid" that include the news, for February 27, March
18 and March 31, 1953. The February 27 recording is
apparently a rehearsal program, perhaps a preview for
Sinclair and his fellow television critics, since it
predates "Tabloid's" first broadcast on March 9, 1953.
Gunnar Rugheimer, then the CBC's television news
manager, was in charge of th2 newscast on "Tabloid". 1In an
article in CBC Times, Rugheimer explained that he and his
staff of four editors selected news film from 12 to 15
stories each day, usually keeping each story to a maximum
length of between one minute and one minute forty-five
seconds.” The CBC obtained news footage from freelance
photographers in cities across Canada and elsewhere in the
world, from United Press, the BBC and the Canadian armed

forces. Transporting the film from the locations of the

8. Gordon Sinclair, "Radio and Television," The Toronto
Star, February 28, 1953, 5.

9. "Tabloid: Daily Actualities on CBC-TV," CBC Times, (July
5=11, 1953), 3-4.
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stories and between the stations of the CBC's limited
network depended largely on air and ground transportation.
As the CBC added stations to its inaugural service in
Montreal and Toronto, the microwave network permitting the
station-to-station transmission of broadcast signals was
gradually extended. It was only in 1958 that coast-to-coast
microwave service went into operation, with the addition of
St. John's, Newfoundland in 1959. In the 1950s, the only
way to get film from overseas was by air, meaning that
filmed stories from overseas were several days old before
Canadians got to see them. Examination of the film used on
"Tabloid" and "Newsmagazine" reveals that news stories of

the Gestation Period tended to depict events simply, using

few edits, shots or changes of camera angle, confining
stories to the role of an eyewitness. This suggests that
the sheer eff-rt involved in obtaining timely news film left
little time for the development of more complex film
narrative styles and prompted the CBC to rely on coverage of
preplanned events such as news conferences and army training
exercises filmed by the Canadian Army. The "Tabloid"
newscasts had simple studio settings. The February 27
program shows anchor Gil Christie reading the news while
seated at a desk on which there is a large microphone and a

telephone. A television monitor mounted in the wall over

his shoulder is apparently just for decoration as it is
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never used in the newscast. On the March 18 and March 31
editions of "Tabloid", Christie delivers the newscast while
standing up, script in hand. A clock on the wall behind him

is the only feature of the set. One camera is used in the
programs, only varying the distance of the straight-ahead
shot of Christie.

Like "Newsmagazine", the "Tabloid" newscasts reveal
little attempt at innovative presentation. There are only
two instances in which "Tabloid" departs from the standard
use of a news anchor on-camera or doing voiceover to film.
The February 27 program uses several still photographs with
the anchor's voiceover, interspersed with shots of Christie
reading the news items. The March 31 program shows the
anchor answering the telephone on his desk during the
newscast, intently listening, and then imparting the details
of the late-breaking story to the viewers. The "Tabloid"
recordings suggest that the CBC television news presentation
style during the 1952 to 1954 period was based on making do
with the limited technology, no doubt failing to impress

critics such as Gordon Sinclair, rather than experimenting

with a variety of formats.
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The provisional periodization used in this study

identifies 1954 as the beginning of a new stage in the
development of the CBC television news service because it
was in that year that the CBC began broadcasting a daily
television newscast recognizable by today's standards as a
newscast, with filmed stories and an anchor shown reading
the news from a studio. The CBC's experience with "Tabloid"
illustrated that neither the producers of news nor the
producers of light information and entertainment shows such
as "Tabloid" were satisfied with the inclusion of newscasts
in other types of programs. This was largely because the
news producers wanted more air time for the news. The CBC
began broadcasting an 11 p.m. newscast on May 31, 1954. The
newscast began as a 10-minute program, increasing to 15
minutes by September of 1954. The early-evening news was
removed from "Tabloid" and given its own 6:45 to 7 p.m.
place in the schedule on December 28, 1954. This indicated
a commitment on the part of the CBC to the development of
newscasts as separate television programs. As of January
1956, the CBC news service was putting out 13 daily
newscasts for television, including national and regional

editions,
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During this period, the CBC continued work on the

setting up of the transmission system needed to gather and
broadcast news film. The CBC concentrated its efforts on
improving ways of filming news, particularly with actuality
sound, and of quickly getting the film from the location of
the story to the television studio. The completion of the
coast-to~-coast microwave relay system was important to the
reporting of breaking news stories and the live transmission
of network news specials. The launch of trans-Atlantic
satellites in 1962 and 1965 gave television news producers a
means of transmitting international news that was faster
than the transport of film by aircraft. The CBC's
pioneering television reporters, many from the print media
and others from CBC Radio, were learning how to handle
technological demands of television news. This study
hypothesizes that the first generation of Canadian
television journalists felt they could win professional
credibility only by using the same kinds of journalistic
tools used in radio and print. This meant that showing
viewers visuals of events and people in the news was not
considered sufficient. 1If television news was to be taken
seriously as a form of journalism able to compete with radio
and print, it had to report on the same range of hard news

subjects. It also had to place the information in a context
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for viewers, uiinq‘source attribution and interviews both to
enable viewers to assess the reliability of the information
and to distance the CBC from opinions expressed. In the
1954 to 1966 period, the role of the reporter and anchor
became more defined. The CBC restricted its television news
anchors to being news readers, in order to preserve the
anchors' reputation for objectivity. It conceded, however,
that the anchor had an important role in inspiring viewer
confidence, and had the same news anchor read the daily
newscast rather than using several anchors on a rotating
basis. As film recording and transmission technology
improved, it became easier for newscasts to incorporate
filmed reports by reporters on location. Television news
thus further distanced itself from the style of the theatre
newsreels, which relied on cameramen to shoot the stories
and on strident narrators to tell the stories, never showing
a reporter. The technology made it possible for newscasts
of the 1954 to 1966 period to show reporters with increasing
frequency. The increase in the number of news stories
showing CBC television reporters may be only partly due to
an improved technological capacity to show their reports on
the air. By showing more CBC reporters, the CBC was
beginning to admit that its television service was gathering
news and not merely translating into television news style

stories already reported by newspapers and radio. Although
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reporters were getting a more visible role on CBC
television, the manner in which they presented news stories
is expected to have remained descriptive rather than
analytical or interpretive. The increased use of reporters
and filmed news stories, as well as improved technology,
suggests that the newscasts would begin to cover more

subject areas and use more interview clips by different

people in the news.
. o -

The next period of development in this provisional
periodization starts in 1966. In that year, the CBC began
to reorganize the format of its television news programs in
response to criticism by CBC journalists and media critics.
They felt that although the network's television news
service provided reliable reporting, the presentation of the
news was dull and uninspired. There was also a feeling that
the roles of anchors and reporters needed to be expanded.
Anchors and reporters belonged to different unions, which
jealously protected exclusive spheres of responsibility for
their members. Anchors were not allowed to write the
stories they read on the air or to go out in the field to

gather news. Reporters were not allowed to serve as news

anchors.
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A CBC reporter became the anchor of the national 11

p.m. newscast in an effort to give the news more credibility
than that ostensibly provided by news anchors, who only read
the news and did not play a part in reporting it. During
this period, there was an effort to develop a team of
specialist reporters in such fields as science and labour.
In addition, the CBC began to place correspondents reporting
for the national network news in different cities in Canada.
The development of a team of specialist reporters and
regionally-based network correspondents was designed to
lessen the concentration of the newscast on political news,
particularly reports of federal events occurring in Ottawa.
If the proposed reforms were effective, the newscasts of the
perioa should be characterized by greater use of visuals,
making use of the domestic communications satellite launched
in Canada in 1972. 1In addition, subject specialization by
reporters and the establishment of a team of network
reporters in the regions should have contributed to a
greater range of story subjects. With efforts to get more
CBC reporters into the field, it is expected that television
news became less reliant on news supplied by other
organizations and better able to cover breaking news

stories,
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Period Four: Maturation (1980-1988)

This provisional period is expected to indicate change
in the presentation style of CBC television newscasts
because the network was beginning to make the transition
from shooting news on film to videotape, which required less
processing time and less cumbersome recording equipment.

The number of communications satellites increased, making it
easier to provide news footage. It is also expected that
videotape made television news stories better able to cover
breaking news stories and less dependent on pre-scheduled
events. In the 1980s, the CBC began to call its anchors
"chief correspondents", which suggests a broadening of the
role of news anchors, to allow them to do more reporting and
interviewing. During this period the CBC also gave more air
time to news backgrounders and analysis. Analysis of CBC
television newscasts for the 1980-1988 period is expected to
show that reporters began to do more interpretation of the
news, rather than simply acting as eyewitnesses.

This study examines 996 news stories in 72 CBC
television newscasts from 1956 to 1988 in order to assess
the nature and degree of change that has occurred within the
provisional periodization. The sample of CBC television
newscasts analyzed in this study in effect selected itself

for the period prior to 1978. The CBC did not keep a
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comprehensive collection of recordings of complete newscasts
until 1978,

The study does not include the gestation period of 1952
to 1954 in the statistical analysis of CBC television news
to 1988 because there are only three "Tabloid" newscasts to
represent the manner in which the CBC presented daily news.
Hence, the first period does not appear on the statistical
charts. References to "Tabloid" in the text are intended to
provide a general basis for comparison with the study
findings for the other provisional periods.

The "Tabloid" programs, two broadcasts from the "CBC
Television News" from 1956 and 1957, and 24 newscasts from
1960 to 1966 in the study sample are the only complete
newscasts known to exist for the period before 19639. There
are only four examples of the national network late-evening
newscast, called the "CBC National News" in 1969 and renamed
"The National"™ in 1970. Because of the small number of news
programs preserved on film or videotape, the sample also
includes a random selection of six newscasts aired as part
of the series "Weekday" in 1969 and 1970, and of 16
newscasts that were part of the CBC network news and current
affairs series "Weekend", also in 1969 and 1970. The

newscasts of March 19, 1974, November 20, 1975, January 14,

1977 and May 19, 1977 are the only complete national network
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newscasts from 1971 to 1977. It is thus not possible to
assemble a collection of recordings based on principles of
statistical probability. The CBC and the National Archives
of Canada have recordings of almost all editions of "The
National" since 1978, from which an aaditional 16 programs
are analyzed. Also included are a 1988 program from the
weekly supper-hour network newscast, the "CBC News Saturday
Report" and one from the 10 p.m. weekly network newscast,
the "CBC News Sunday Report", also from 1988. Because it is
not possible to obtain the same number of newscasts for each
provisional period, the sample is random when a number of
newscasts exist. The selection includes programs for
different days of the week and different times of the year,
to take into account possible variations in news content and
presentation style due to less-heavy weekend or summertime
news periods. With the exception of the 1950s newscasts and
the Toronto-area news program "Weekday", all newscasts in
the sample are netwv Kk newscasts, to reduce possible
variations in presentation, resources and style in CBC
regional and local newscasts. "Tabloid" was broadcast only
in the Montreal, Ottawa and Toronto regions, the only areas
receiving CBC television signals in 1953. The "CBC
Television News" broadcasts of 1956 and 1957 were shown only

in ontario. They were broadcast from 6:45 to 7 p.m. on







