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This brief guide will help you to achieve more professional quality voice recordings for use in AD voice-over 

style work, and is written from a technical perspective for use with our Advantage Workstation product. 

Working practice and tuition on how to describe are not covered, as it is assumed that you are a professional 

voice artist who already knows what is required in this respect. 
 

The Sound Interface 

In order to convert the signal from the microphone into digits that the PC can record, some form of analogue to 

digital (A to D) converter is required. In its basic form, this is the Mic In socket on any standard laptop or 

desktop PC. Whilst functionally this is all that is necessary, at best the technical quality ranges from average to 

poor. 

In order to improve the technical quality of your recording, a professional audio interface must be used. 

Although you can purchase hi-end PC cards that fit within your desktop PC, there are only a few that support the 

necessary professional balanced audio interface via XLR or TRS connectors, and they seldom have the ability to 

provide phantom power to drive a professional condenser microphone if required. The more adaptable option is 

to use a professional USB audio interface. Being USB, it means the home user with simply a laptop can have 

access to a professional audio recording interface. 

As the number of interfaces of this type available on the market varies so rapidly, and budgetary requirements 

also have an influence, we do not give specific equipment recommendations. However, we do provide a list of 

the key features you should look for in any interface you intend to purchase. 

 USB interface, with drivers to support the latest operating systems as well as your own current OS (if you 

are not on the latest version) 

 Ability to record at 48KHz sample rate (as used by broadcast), and at both 16bit & 24bit bit-depth. 

Advantage will support 24bit recording in later releases 

 The audio interface should have the ability to use balanced inputs from professional microphones via either 

a TRS or XLR connector 

 If you intend to use a condenser microphone that requires phantom power, then you should ensure your 

interface is capable of supplying phantom power to it 

 Preferably the interface should have its own level adjustments available via a physical control knob rather 

than being solely dependent upon software adjustments, as operationally this makes life so much easier for 

the user 

 A good feature to have is an audio limiter with a suitable indicator to show when it's kicking in. The user 

should of course be making sure that levels are correct and the limiter never needs to affect the sound, but 

for those minor incursions that would destroy and otherwise good recording, a quality audio limiter can be a 

saviour 
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The Microphone 

The normal sort of headset microphone readily available with PCs, is only really of any use for telephony 

applications. Although these types of headsets and microphones are improving as time goes on, they still fall 

short of what is required for a truly professional voice recording, and you definitely get what you pay for in 

quality terms. Always bear in mind though, that a great performance recorded on mediocre equipment will 

always sound better than a mediocre performance recorded on top grade equipment! 

All microphones exhibit what is called a response pattern. This response pattern describes how the microphone 

responds to sound from different directions. Basically these response patterns (also known as polar patterns), fall 

into two main groups, omnidirectional and cardioid. An omnidirectional microphone will pick up sound equally 

from all directions. It is not suitable for voice recording, as you are giving equal preference to both the voice and 

room noise. A cardioid response microphone is named after its polar response pattern which is heart shaped, as 

shown below in a polar diagram. This polar diagram below is showing that the cardioid mic has the greatest 

sensitivity at the front, and the least sensitivity at the rear. You will see polar response diagrams quoted with any 

professional microphone. 

 

An example of a well-known vocal mic is the Sure SM58; this however is designed for use as a stage mic, and is 

a favourite with singers and announcers. A more typical voice booth style of microphone is the Rode NT1A. 

This style of microphone is used in a vertical position (unlike the SM58), and can be more easily combined with 

a microphone isolation screen and a pop filter as a consequence. 

The way the signal is derived from the microphone also varies between types. Dynamic microphones do not 

need any power to operate, whilst condenser microphones do. There is no absolute right or wrong choice here. 

However, if you are going to use a condenser type microphone, then you should ensure that it is capable of being 

powered using phantom power, and that your audio interface box is capable of supplying phantom power for it to 

use. If you don't, then you will end up requiring a battery powered version of that condenser mic, and a large 

supply of batteries! 

A rule of thumb is that dynamic microphones are used for close mouth to mic proximity; hence stage mics for 

singers and announcers, whilst condenser microphones are used in more low level environments such as a sound 

booth where the voice artist is positioned somewhat further away from the microphone than you would in a stage 

situation. 
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Soundproofing And Equipment Use In 
The Recording Environment 

In an ideal situation you would have a specialised sound isolated recording booth. These sorts of rooms are 

acoustically isolated from the outside world, with suspended floors and double doors; they however, are 

extremely expensive. 

You can go a long way to improving general sound quality by ensuring that you record in a quiet room that can 

have the door shut. Ideally this room should have soft wall coverings to reduce sound reflections - fire-proof 

acoustic foam is readily available for this purpose. 

Even if you can't achieve the above in all aspects, a microphone isolation shield should be used. This is a U 

shaped, acoustic foam lined shield that encompasses the rear of the microphone to greatly reduce noise pickup 

from the surroundings, and gives a neutral, acoustically reflection-free surface for the voice artist to speak "into". 

You should also install a pop shield in front of the mic, and try to work slightly off-axis of the mic. Directing 

your voice to a point just to one side of the mic will help prevent bursts of air ruining your recording when they 

hit the microphone. 

One of the most overlooked aspects of microphones is their susceptibility to handing noise. This means any 

vibration caused by physically handing the mic, or vibrations picked up through the mic stand. To help alleviate 

this, the mic MUST be mounted on a sound isolating suspension system, and under no circumstances should it 

ever be hand-held. Unless you mount the microphone correctly, any of the other measure described will count 

for nothing. Special care should be observed in how the mic lead is attached on this suspension system, and full 

instructions regarding good technique are normally provided with these systems. 

The distance between your mouth and the microphone should be about the same as the distance between your 

thumb and your little finger when both are extended as though you were hand-signalling use of a telephone to 

somebody. This of course is only a rough guide, as you will need to move closer when lowering your voice, and 

further away when raising it, but it acts as a good reference starting point. 

Finally, in audio describing work, you need to listen to the programme soundtrack to assist in getting your cues 

right. Do this with single ear headphones, or only place one over one ear and the other against your head to stop 

sound leakage. This allows you to judge your own voice levels and nuances far better than any other method, 

whilst still retaining the ability to hear for distortion and pops. You should only use closed construction 

headphones to prevent the sound leaking out and being picked up by the microphone, the open backed variety 

are far from ideal in this respect. A typical closed construction headphone used by sound professionals is the 

Beyerdynamic DT100 (two ear) or DT102 (single ear). 

When you listen back to your recordings, not only should you be checking content, but also monitoring levels 

and listening for sibilance and any other undesired sound artefacts. With regard to sibilance, if you hear strong 

'ess' sounds, you should correct at source where possible by using good mic technique, but sometimes they are 

unavoidable. 
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Recording Levels 

An extremely important part of voice recording is getting the sound levels correct. Advantage itself does not give 

you any control of recording level, as this is governed by the operating system and the recording interface. 

You should set the level using a PPM/VU meter so that the audio level is as loud as possible but WITHOUT 

clipping, which results in a distorted sound. If you set it too low, then the end result can be a noisy recording if 

the recording goes through post-production and the level artificially increased. 

Any part of the audio signal chain has a maximum level that it can accept. If the level exceeds this maximum, 

then the peaks of the recorded sound wave will be sliced off at that maximum level, otherwise known as 

clipping. The more peaks that get clipped, the more the effect will be audible in the recording, producing ever 

increasing distortion to the resultant sound. Badly distorted sound is unpleasant to listen to, and will almost 

certainly be rejected by your client. 

At the other end of the spectrum, all electronic equipment produces a small amount of random noise itself. If you 

set the recording as low as to be barely audible, then to make the recording usable, somebody will have to 

post-correct the sound level. Unfortunately, increasing the volume to an acceptable level doesn't just amplify the 

required audio signal; it also amplifies the noise as well. This means that a recording level that is too low and 

subsequently corrected in post-processing will have an unwelcome amount of hiss audible over the top of it. 

Again, this will be rejected by your client. 

The human ear does not respond to sound levels in a linear way, but logarithmically. In order to correctly 

represent this correlation on a visual meter, a logarithmic scale is used. The units of sound level are called 

decibels, abbreviated to dB. Generally speaking when referring to digital audio recording as we are here, a level 

of 0dB represents the absolute maximum recording level achievable without clipping, and therefore any signal 

below that are negative, e.g. -23dB. 

Ideally, the level should never go above, get louder than, -1 dB. At least one recording program marks the -1 dB 

lines by using thicker lines. For safety, it's better to stay below -6 to -3 dB.  

These dB values should not be confused with sound pressure level measurements that you may see reference to 

for safe working levels in factories and so forth. 
 

Windows Settings 

If you are using the on-board mic input with a basic headset, then the recording level is set through Windows. 

If you are using an external USB interface, then the recording level will be set by a combination of the level 

control on the interface and the level set in Windows. 

In both situations, you access the recording level adjustment in Windows by right-clicking on the speaker icon in 

the system tray, and selecting Recording devices 
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This shows your selected default sound recording device - this is what Advantage will use for recording as well. 

 

In the first instance, an external USB interface is selected (Roland UA-25EX in this example). The second shows 

the inbuilt mic input card as default, and no external interfaces available. 

Each will have its own Windows sound level settings. 

 

The first instance is from the external USB interface. As this box has its own physical level control on the front 

of the box, you should leave the Windows setting at 100%. The exact arrangement of level controls may vary for 

your USB interface. 

The second example is for the inbuilt mic input. It also has an additional mic boost control. This allows you to 

increase the gain for low sensitivity microphones. In this instance you should adjust the combination of the two 

controls to achieve a suitable recording level that does not clip the peaks of sound levels. 

For both types, the Advanced tab shows the sample rate and bit depth used to make the recording. This will 

normally be 48KHz, 16-bit. Later versions of Advantage will support 24-bit audio recording if your sound card 

supports it (not all do). 
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Post-recording Audio Adjustments 

Some production houses will post process the audio description recordings for high end productions, whilst 

others will go with what they are given. It is wise to be aware that these techniques do get employed, however, 

post-processing of AD recordings should never be assumed, and the audio describer should always aspire to 

make to best and most consistent recordings they can. 

Common post-production processing includes EQ, compression, normalisation, and noise reduction. In order for 

the audio engineer to apply correct noise reduction they need to have a sample of the "room" without voice 

(commonly called "room tone"). If your client requests this, often a good place to make such a recording is 

before programme start during the programme ident. This should of course be made at the time you make the 

rest of your recordings, and under the same working conditions, otherwise it's of no use whatsoever to the audio 

engineer. 

We won't go into the full details of post-production techniques here, but typical adjustments are LF cut around 

70-80Hz to reduce any rumble, HF cut above around 11-13KHz to assist in hiss reduction. Compression may be 

used to reduce the dynamic range of an audio describer's recordings, although if overdone, this can remove any 

feeling and life out of a recording. 

Level normalising is sometimes done to ensure that all descriptions are of consistent amplitude, although the 

audio describer should be monitoring such things at the point of recording for each description. 

Audio describers are sometimes asked if they have any EQ preferences for their voice to make it sound richer 

and fuller, although often this will just be done as a matter of course by a sound engineer in post-production 

without any reference to the artist. 
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