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Preface

Rarely a week goes by that I don’t have a student, a student’s parent, a
friend or a random stranger asking me about the potential job prospects
available to journalism students these days. Those queries can usually be
boiled down to this: “Newspapers are dying, nobody believes what they
see on TV anymore and everyone on Earth is randomly tweeting fake
news, so how will I ever get a job?”

A grain of truth exists in each of these concerns, but what I have found is
that many people, organizations and professions still value the underlying
skills associated with journalism and still need what you can do. More than
ever, we need people who can communicate effectively and provide clear
and accurate information to audience members, who are desperate to be
informed on issues that matter to them. This has been the core of
journalism for generations and will continue to be the foundation of good
reporting, regardless of where society or content-providing tools go in the
next few months, years or decades.

The purpose of this book is to provide you with a broader view of
reporting and writing today. Journalists have more storytelling options at
their disposal than ever before, thanks to improving technology and
opportunities for reporters to multitask. Journalists who once wrote a
single story or collected video for a single on-air package are now asked to
use Twitter and Facebook to update and promote a story, YouTube and
Instagram to deliver visual components of a story and the web and print
platforms to write stories and reach readers.

This book takes the skills associated with each of those elements, as well
as others, and teaches them to you in a chapter-by-chapter approach. The
analogy most frequently used here is that each chapter provides you with a
“tool for your toolbox.” The idea is that you learn each important aspect of
reporting and writing across multiple platforms like you would learn how
to use a hammer or a saw. Then, when you go out and ply your trade, you
make choices about which tool best serves you and your audience in each
task you are attempting to accomplish.
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The Benefit of Audience Centricity
In introducing the concept of audience centricity, many professionals,
reviewers and scholars worried that this book and others like it would
drive that self-feeding loop of just telling people what they want to hear.
These concerns have merit, as many people insulate themselves in “media
bubbles” and refer to content they dislike as “fake news.” So, why would a
reporting text in this environment encourage “audience-centric” content?
“If we keep feeding the bubbles, are we really doing journalism?” they
asked. It’s a good thought and a fair question, but it misses the point.

In the older days of journalism, reporters relied on a series of news values
to craft their copy. We still do this, and it’s a crucial aspect of how we
determine what matters and what doesn’t. The theory behind these
elements of news was that they held within them the things people
desperately wanted to know about. The readers were assumed to be
homogeneous and geared toward a single set of important ideals, and it
was the reporters’ job to go get that stuff and bring it to them. In short, we
write, you read.

The difference between bubble-breeding and audience centricity is best
explained by comparing pandering with catering. When you pander to an
audience, you write stories that will confirm their preconceived notions,
regardless of the accuracy of those notions. You look for ways to hype the
material, painting in black and white instead of the textured grays that
traditionally constitute our society. You do whatever it takes to get the
next big headline, the next traffic spike and the next series of comments
declaring you to be a genius.

Catering to an audience is more nuanced and still relies on the traditional
news values to guide the reporter. However, it also requires the reporter to
engage in critical thinking to determine what matters most to the readers
and how best to give them that information. For example, a story about
budget cuts that affect education will have a lot of interest for a variety of
audiences in many ways. Potential audience members include parents,
teachers, administrators, professors and college students. A good reporter
would know what would matter most to certain readers and thus place a
stronger emphasis on the elements of those cuts that matter most to that
audience. A reporter at a rural newspaper might focus on the K-12 cuts to
schools in outlying areas. A blogger for a teachers union might examine
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the issues pertaining to class sizes and salary freezes. A college journalist
at a student paper might focus on how the cuts could affect tuition.

Reporters who have an audience-centric focus will take those sharply
focused stories a step further and explain more specifically what the cuts
mean to the individual reader. In the case of the student journalist covering
tuition, for example, the writer wouldn’t focus on how the budget cuts will
lead to the whole university system’s needing to collect another $45
million in tuition next year. The reporter instead would focus on her own
university’s chunk of that and then break it down so a student reading the
paper knows how much his tuition would go up next year if the cuts
continue.

In short, audience-centric reporters take the traditional tenets of journalism
and use them to answer each reader’s basic question: “So, what does this
mean to me personally?”

Different Needs, Different Tools
At its core, this book approaches journalism with two underlying premises:

1. Skills matter more than anything else, and they will help you
regardless of where you go or what you do in this field. Thus,
everything you pick up in this book should be considered a “tool” for
your “toolbox” of skills.

2. If you take the skills you learn and apply a heavy dose of critical
thinking with regard to how best to tell a story and how to reach your
audience, you will be successful in this business.

With these two things in mind, each chapter is meant to introduce you to a
skill that will help you tell stories. These become the tools that go into the
toolbox that you will take with you into the field of journalism. The
chapters then go further by layering critical thinking onto these tools, with
the goal of helping you use the tools in the right situations to meet the
needs of your audience.

This is a paradigm shift away from traditional media texts and courses that
taught you one tool and helped you figure out ways to use it to solve every
problem. For example, in the old days of the print versus broadcast
demarcation, a broadcast text would teach you how to use video and audio
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to do every story, ranging from a city budget story to a Fourth of July
parade feature. A print-based textbook would teach you how to use text to
tell those exact same stories. The problem with this is that a broadcast
story on a budget will be visually boring and factually limited, while a text
story will never capture the action and vibrancy of a Fourth of July parade.

In keeping with the tool analogy, those texts handed you a hammer and
told you, “Here’s how you can use a hammer to open a ketchup bottle, eat
a steak, cut some wood and pound a nail.” The tool has value, but only for
one of those tasks (two, maybe, if you have a particularly difficult ketchup
bottle).

This book provides you with a working knowledge of each of the
storytelling tools you can use in journalism as well as their benefits and
drawbacks. It then helps you think about how best to use each of those
tools in a given situation to best inform your audience.

In other words: “Here are all the tools you have at your disposal. Use the
right tool for the right job: a hammer for the nail, a saw for the wood, a set
of silverware for the steak and a rubber grippy thing for the ketchup
bottle.”

Content and Organization
Any effort to organize a text like this in a way that will satisfy every reader
is like trying to catch yesterday’s thunderstorm: No matter how you do it,
you will never be successful. The reason the book is arranged in this
fashion has to do with the critical-thinking and audience-centric mentality
I wanted to drive home throughout the text.

Up front, I introduce the two key concepts that will imbue the entire book:
how to write for an audience and how to think critically.

The next stage of the book focuses primarily on writing for text-based
platforms, such as print, the web and social media. Once the reader
understands what is required in the writing, it makes the reporting easier,
which is why things like interviewing, basic news coverage and feature
news reporting come next. The importance of visuals as a crucial reporting
and storytelling tool require the foundation established in the text-based
chapters, so this is why the broadcast elements come closer to the end.

22



Finally, the issues of law and ethics bring the book to a close in a reflective
way, allowing the readers to see how what they have been doing as
journalists fits into a bigger picture.

Features
In keeping with the “right tool for the right job” approach to the book, a
series of examples, breakout boxes and special features are included at
various points in the text. Not every chapter will have every feature, while
some chapters will have a couple of one kind but none of another. The use
of these features depends greatly on whether the feature makes sense for
the chapter. Here is a quick look at what these elements are and what they
are attempting to do:

Thoughts From a Pro Things can change pretty quickly in the field
of journalism, so understanding what is going on in the world of the
profession is crucial for reporting students. The “Thoughts From a
Pro” feature in each chapter provides an up-close look at a specific
aspect of reporting and writing from a professional who is plying his
or her trade each day. The goal here wasn’t to find perfect people to
give you a look at lifestyles of the rich and famous, but rather to
showcase journalists who can offer practical advice on realistic
problems facing rookie reporters. The people who agreed to provide
these insights come from various parts of the field and have worked
in a wide array of disciplines, thus giving you a broader
understanding of how reporting works. However, if you pay
particular attention to their “One Last Thing” comments, you will
also likely find a common thread that can be both helpful and
inspirational to you as you learn the process of journalism and
prepare for a job in the field.
Helpful Hints From lists of vocabulary to shortcut options, the
“Helpful Hints” feature is meant to cover things that will give you
some ways to save time or pick up important info in an easy way.
This feature tends to be the most random, in that the hints and tips
come from various experiences journalists have shared over time.
These lists can translate jargon into English for you as you read the
chapter or get involved in student media. The tips can provide you a
step-by-step approach for dealing with a crisis or solving a problem.
The bulleted items can give you a few quick thoughts as to how to
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immediately improve a piece of copy or change your view on a topic
of interest. Each of these boxes should just help place a few extra
ideas into your head as you move deeper into the chapter.
Consider This Journalism often requires you to look at situations
from various angles. In most cases, you can make a valid case for
several positions regarding ethical dilemmas, reporting procedures
and storytelling options. Throughout the book, whenever a topic that
could inspire debate arises, a “Consider This” element appears. These
outline a few thoughts on a topic of interest, bat around some possible
suggestions and then leave it up to you to decide how you want to
view things. These can lead to some class discussions or some
interesting internal debates for individuals.

Review, Discuss and Practice
The book’s pedagogical approach comes from my own experience with
beginning writers, many of whom find themselves frustrated as they learn
this new approach to telling stories. Each chapter provides not only content
to learn and review, but also a chance to discuss the material and practice
the craft. This approach allows students to learn on their own as well as in
conjunction with their classmates. It also provides them with the ability to
ply their trade and get better with each attempt they make. This allows
them to experience success and growth over time while still learning in a
variety of ways.

Thinking Ahead Each chapter begins with some discussion of the
purpose of the chapter and the broader ideas that will be discussed
within. This approach gives the reader the opportunity to understand
the overall value of the chapter and to know what will be coming
throughout the chapter. This kind of roadmap makes it easier for the
reader to work through the chapter and see how and why the
information within is presented.
The Big Three In an attempt to reach a distracted and busy audience,
news organizations often use a few bullet points in a breakout box or
at the top of a story to summarize the story. The goal is to give the
readers the most important information in a quick and simple way.
This book mirrors that approach with its summary section, “The Big
Three,” which is an attempt to pick out a few crucial things that will
matter most to you. In other words, it’s likely you won’t remember
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everything you read in every chapter, and that’s OK. However, it’s
important to make sure you take three crucial ideas with you as you
move on to the next chapter. I hope that this is both a useful and user-
friendly feature of the book that keeps you reading through to the end
of each chapter.
Discussion Questions At the end of each chapter, a set of discussion
questions will give the readers a chance to work with others or to
reflect privately on what they just read. The goal for these questions
is to promote a broader understanding of the content based on varied
interpretations of the students. Just as in journalism itself, there are no
real “right” or “wrong” answers, but rather some better and some not-
so-great ones.
Write Now! Exercises The adage “Practice makes perfect” is at the
heart of journalism and the core of this book. The “Write Now!”
exercises give the students an opportunity to immediately practice
what they have just learned. The exercises vary in approach based on
the chapters and specifically do not include length or page limits in
most cases. This will allow instructors to establish what they see as
reasonable expectations for their own classes as well as the
opportunity for students to focus more on doing good work as
opposed to meeting an arbitrary content minimum set by the author.
In addition, many of the exercises can be done multiple times, thus
increasing the opportunity for additional practice attempts.
Dynamics of Writing: An Exercise Guide A student workbook will
be available in print. It will feature several exercises in each chapter
to reinforce concepts taught in this book. These include quizzes,
writing prompts and critical thinking exercises.

Digital Resources

Constant Digital Updates Via Dynamics of Writing
Blog

Two of the major complaints about textbooks are that they are out of date
before they even hit the shelves and that they lack the interactive elements
students enjoy. In an effort to address these concerns, this text has an
accompanying digital presence: the Dynamics of Writing blog
(dynamicsofwriting.com).
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The blog is updated almost daily with additional information, current
examples of material discussed in the text and additional interactive
elements that will keep students engaged and the material fresh.
Professional journalists take part in the blog through interviews and
discussions about current events in the media. Guest bloggers frequently
post on topics of interest, such as improving local content or covering
underrepresented groups. The author has also made the experience more
interactive through the inclusion of digital elements, discussion-board
opportunities and other web-based options.

This approach to content provision provides students with an opportunity
to further their knowledge as they read these thought-provoking posts and
seek direct feedback from the author.

SAGE edge offers a robust online environment featuring an impressive
array of tools and resources for review, study, and further exploration,
keeping both instructors and students on the cutting edge of teaching and
learning. SAGE edge content is open access and available on demand.
Learning and teaching has never been easier!

SAGE edge for Students provides a personalized approach to help
students accomplish their coursework goals in an easy-to-use learning
environment.

Mobile-friendly eFlashcards strengthen understanding of key terms
and concepts
Mobile-friendly practice quizzes allow for independent assessment
by students of their mastery of course material
Newswriting Assignments allow students to broaden their reporting
skills and practice writing
Test your knowledge of AP Style with our AP Style Quizzes and
Exercises
Video and multimedia links that appeal to students with different
learning styles
EXCLUSIVE! Access to full-text SAGE journal articles that have
been carefully selected to support and expand on the concepts
presented in each chapter

SAGE edge for Instructors supports teaching by making it easy to
integrate quality content and create a rich learning environment for
students.
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Test banks provide a diverse range of pre-written options as well as
the opportunity to edit any question and/or insert personalized
questions to assess students’ progress and understanding
Editable, chapter-specific PowerPoint® slides offer complete
flexibility for creating a multimedia presentation for the course
Newswriting Assignments allow students to broaden their reporting
skills and practice writing
Test your students’ knowledge of AP Style with our AP Style
Quizzes and Exercises
Sample course syllabi for semester and quarter courses provide
suggested models for structuring one’s course
Video and multimedia links that appeal to students with different
learning styles
EXCLUSIVE! Access to full-text SAGE journal articles have been
carefully selected to support and expand on the concepts presented in
each chapter to encourage students to think critically
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1 Audience-Centric Journalism
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Learning Objectives
After completing this chapter you should be able to:

Understand what makes today’s readers different from news consumers
in prior generations and how best to serve them based on those
differences.
Identify the tools you can use to define your audience and how each
tool will provide specific value for you as a reporter.
Know and apply the interest elements that attract readers: fame, oddity,
conflict, immediacy and impact.
Understand what we owe our audiences above all else, including
accuracy, value, fairness and objectivity as well as why these matter to
both us and them.

Thinking Ahead: Understand Your Audience

Why do you want to be a journalist?

If your answer was “Because I’m good at writing” or “I enjoy talking to
people and hearing their stories” or even “I’m nosy,” those are all valid
answers. People who have these skills often find long and prosperous
careers in various media fields. Good writing, good reporting and good
nosiness are all crucial elements of being great in this field.

The main thing you need to understand about all of those skills is how
to use them to benefit other people. If you just rely on those skills for
your own interests, what you are saying is akin to stating that you want
to be a famous chef at a top-flight restaurant because you enjoy eating.

No matter what area of this field you enter or on what platform you
work, you won’t be writing for yourself, speaking for yourself or even
being nosy for yourself. You will be doing your work for an audience, a
large group of specific individuals who seek information from you on a
daily basis. Just as the famous chef should enjoy cooking great food for
other people, you should receive joy when you find important things
that matter to specific readers and viewers. You should also want to
convey that information to them in a way they can use and in a form
they understand.

Audience centricity is the core of everything journalists do today,
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whether it’s when they use Twitter to send out important breaking news
or cameras to capture gripping video to help viewers see a situation as it
unfolded. However, journalists these days also understand that not
every reader or viewer uses the same platforms for the same reasons or
wants the same information in the same ways. This is why
understanding your audience is crucial to everything you do.

In this chapter, we will explore who uses the media today, how they use
it and what they expect from their media sources. In addition, we will
outline the ways in which you can use the tools outlined in the rest of
this book to give your audience members what they crave in the way
they want.

Media and Media Users Today
For decades, newspapers were the standard source of information.
Reporters used a series of news values to define what was and was not
news. Then, they wrote the content in a way they felt best met the needs of
the sources, the readers and the newspaper. As radio and television became
important news outlets, audience members sought information from
trusted professionals like Walter Winchell, Edward R. Murrow and Walter
Cronkite. In each of these cases, the journalists drove the content and
presented it to a mass audience in whichever way they saw best.

Unlike media users of the past, today’s readers and viewers can
access vast volumes of content anywhere and at any time thanks to
their mobile devices. How we serve them and what platforms we use
to serve them require us to know who is in our audience and what
they want from us.

alexsl/iStock.com
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Today, social media has become a dominant force in the field of news,
with new platforms and new sources supplanting traditional journalists.
According to a 2015 study from the Pew Research Center and the Knight
Foundation, 63 percent of Facebook and Twitter users said they use those
sites to get their news.1 Of those users, nearly 60 percent said they use
Twitter to follow breaking news, while 32 percent of the Facebook users
said they engaged with political content on the site.

Journalists no longer have the luxury of providing “all the news that’s fit
to print” and assuming people will gratefully consume every last word.
The idea of a mass medium has gone away and has been replaced with
fractured audiences, niche publications and a glut of information. News
consumers today have so many choices that they can afford to be picky,
and they can decide which sources best serve their interests. Here are some
things that make this generation of audience members different from those
readers and viewers of previous era:

Information Whenever and Wherever
Generations of journalists were taught in “silos” based on the fields they
saw themselves entering. Students with an interest in newspapers went
down one path, while those interested in broadcast went down another.
When they became professional journalists, they became biased toward
their own areas of the field and disparaged their competition. Even as
digital media became a force within the field, research has shown that both
professionals and students in the field of news see themselves based on
their platform choices.2

In today’s day and age, this approach to journalism makes no sense, as the
audiences we serve aren’t as tied to platform-based biases as we can be. A
study by the Media Insight Project found that audience members of all
generations are essentially platform neutral when it comes to how they get
their news.3 The once-held beliefs that older generations rely on print,
while middle-aged media users rely on TV and young people gravitate to
digital devices don’t hold water. The survey found that most Americans
have more of a buffet approach to their media use, relying on upward of
six devices, including television, newspapers and radio, to get their news.
In addition, it is the content that drives their choices, with users turning to
print publications for news about education and their local government
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while using mobile devices to keep up with breaking news.

These and other research findings drive home an important and yet
uncomfortable point for up-and-coming journalists: It’s not about you or
what you like. The readers are driving the bus now, and you have the
choice to either present your information in a way they want in an
engaging format or to accept when they go elsewhere. Journalists have to
adjust their own perceptions when it comes to their platform-based biases
and focus more on what audience members want.

The “Infotainment” Phenomenon
The idea of “infotainment” has gained traction in the past half decade and
continues to be an issue for journalists. On one hand, demolisticles like
those on BuzzFeed4 and humorous news accounts like those on “The
Daily Show” and “Last Week Tonight” draw people into the news. On the
other hand, the line between serious news and sarcastic commentary has
continued to blur, much to the detriment of news providers. In a 2009
speech at the Poynter Institute, veteran broadcaster Ted Koppel noted that
the media dedicates too much time to stories that are heavy on hype but
light on facts and information.5

Just because news journalists must now think more about an audience than
they once did, it doesn’t necessarily follow that they have to pander to the
audience’s basest desires. The wide array of platforms has made it possible
for people to post almost any kind of information they want, ranging from
fan fiction to videos of cats falling off of TV sets. Although these bits of
information show up on the same platforms as coverage of Russia’s
attacks on Syria or the president’s State of the Union address, it doesn’t
follow that these items are news.

U.S. President Barack Obama, left, talks to television personality
Stephen Colbert on Colbert’s late-night comedy show. The line
between news and entertainment has continued to blur over the years,
making it more difficult for journalists to help readers separate fact
from fun.
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In serving an audience, journalists can walk a fine line between stories that
stress oddity as an interest element and those that contain actual impact.
(See below for a full outline of audience-based interest elements.) If the
story is boring, readers won’t spend enough time on it to understand how it
affects them. However, if the story is nothing but hot air and buzzwords,
the readers find themselves consuming nothing but empty calories of news
content. As you develop your skills as a journalist, you will need to know
how to make a story engaging to the reader without resorting to
infotainment.

Fake News
Con men, shysters and other peddlers of hoaxes are nothing new in this
world. People swore they had seen the Loch Ness monster and Bigfoot.
Others claimed they could sell you a medicine to cure your ills or a
controlling stake in the Brooklyn Bridge. What makes today’s cons more
problematic for us is the volume of lies purporting to be truths and the
speed at which they spread throughout society. Partisan bickering and
digital aids have helped create a lucrative field of fake news that can give
real journalists incredibly painful headaches.

Not every story that readers disagree with should fall into the category of
fake news. Just because you don’t like a political figure or a societal
movement, it doesn’t follow that positive stories about these things are
fake. However, people are taking advantage of people who enjoy having
their worldviews confirmed as they rake in cash based on click-driven
advertising.

In 2017, Scott Pelley investigated the fake news phenomenon for “60
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Minutes” and found a frightening world of news scams bent on pitting
people against each other for sport and profit. One website garnered an
audience of more than 150 million viewers publishing headlines like
“Hillary Clinton Has Parkinson’s Disease, Physician Confirms.” (The
story was based on the claims of a doctor who never met Clinton and was
later denied by Clinton’s own doctor and officials from the National
Parkinson Foundation.) Some websites rely on computer “bots” at fake
social media accounts to hyperinflate the number of retweets and likes a
story gets in an attempt to make it seem legitimate or important.6

As a journalist, you need to find a way to break through this wall of fake
news and illegitimate content if you want to reach your readers. Even
more, you will need to find ways to convince these people that you aren’t
just one more carnival barker, crying out for attention with exaggerated
claims and false promises.

Info Glut: Choices, Choices and More Choices
Famed baseball slugger Reggie Jackson was once discussing Nolan Ryan,
a man known for throwing fastballs that topped out at about 100 miles per
hour, when he made this comment: “Every hitter likes fastballs just like
everybody likes ice cream. But you don’t like it when someone’s stuffing
it into you by the gallon.” Media users today can understand that concept
fairly well, as they deal with a glut of information from thousands of
sources.

For generations, people who wanted to get the news were stuck with one
or two newspapers, three TV channels, a few radio stations and a handful
of news magazines. The lack of choices made for a homogenous
understanding of what was going on in the world and a limited view as to
how we define news. Although the number of dead-tree newspapers that
can land on your doorstep today hasn’t increased, the web has opened up a
vast expanse of text-based news options for you. Cable TV provides you
with hundreds upon hundreds of channels, many of them serving small-
interest niches, including home repair and history. Satellite radio gives
audiences access to not only a vast expanse of musical choices but also a
number of talk radio stations and news outlets. Websites and social media
outlets that aren’t affiliated with traditional media also offer readers and
viewers a wide array of perspectives on everything from “Star Wars” to
knitting.
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The sheer volume of choices can make it difficult for today’s media users
to make sense of the world around them. A 2013 study revealed that about
half of the social media users surveyed reported that they had a constant
fear that they were “missing out” on some important bit of information.7
The global media agency Carat noted in a 2015 study that people feel
overwhelmed by the number of information outlets and the volume of
content they receive online. Thus, the study finds, about 44 percent of
people rely on content their friends provide or recommend.

Shorter Attention Spans
If you have ever seen a bird chasing a foil gum wrapper across the yard,
you know how “shiny-object syndrome” works: Something bright and
shiny grabs the bird’s attention, and the bird goes after it. When something
else shinier comes along, the bird becomes distracted by that thing,
forsaking the original target. According to a 2015 study by Microsoft,
people aren’t much better than that bird when it comes to staying focused.

The research found that the human attention span now sits at eight
seconds, or one second shorter than that of a goldfish.8 The study goes on
to say that we lose concentration in that tiny bit of time due in large part to
the way our digital lifestyles have affected our brain.

This is a goldfish and it has a longer attention span than your readers
do. That means, we have to work a lot harder and a lot smarter to get
their attention and keep it.

cookelma/iStock.com
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This means that readers no longer will spend several minutes reading the
overly long narrative lead you put on the city council meeting story. They
also aren’t going to sit still for a two-minute video of a person standing at
a podium, droning on about parking regulations. The stimulus must be
strong and steady over time, as you use concise writing or valuable video
to grab the audience members’ attention and keep it until you are finished.

Audience Participation and Spiraling Viral
Coverage
In January 2016, actor Alan Rickman died of cancer at the age of 69. He
played a wide array of characters, from the Sheriff of Nottingham in
“Robin Hood: Prince of Thieves” to stern Hogwarts professor Severus
Snape. In a more traditional media era, Rickman’s death would likely lead
to a small bit of information in a television newscast and an in-depth
obituary in many newspapers. In today’s media world, however, not only
were journalists writing about Rickman’s death, but so were fans,
colleagues and others, as their thoughts ping-ponged off of one another at
a rapid pace.

In the wake of Alan Rickman’s death, this tweet from “Harry Potter”
co-star Emma Watson sparked backlash on social media.

Twitter Post. @emwatson
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James and Oliver Phelps, who played the Weasley twins in the “Harry
Potter” franchise, tweeted their immediate reactions to the news about
Rickman. Others, including Daniel Radcliffe and Emma Thompson, also
offered their thoughts and emotions through various information outlets,
which fans then shared repeatedly via social media. However, Emma
Watson, who played Hermione Granger, created the largest viral spiral
with her tribute to Rickman. She quoted Rickman, an unabashed feminist,
who noted, “There is nothing wrong with a man being a feminist, I think it
is to our mutual advantage.” Twitter users immediately accused Watson of
attempting to advance an agenda through Rickman’s death. (Watson
herself has often spoken freely about feminist issues and is a goodwill
ambassador for the United Nations.)

Consider This ➡A Media Diet: Audience Wants Versus Audience
Needs

What we want from a media diet isn’t always what’s best for us. It is
the job of good journalists to prepare a healthy blend of engaging
content that will serve the readers and make them want to come back
for more.

andresr/iStcok.com

Just because you want something, it doesn’t necessarily follow that the
thing is good for you. Think about how a little kid comes home after
trick-or-treating and rips into every chocolate bar and piece of taffy she
gathered. It seems like a great idea at first, but then the stomach ache
follows, and she realizes that gulping down 6 pounds of sugar in a
single sitting wasn’t a smart move.
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Conversely, the things we know are good for us aren’t always awe
inspiring. Vegetables, like broccoli and cauliflower, often get left on a
child’s plate until the last minute of dinner. After a few lame attempts to
spread them out on the plate or bargain with a parent regarding how
much has to be eaten, the kid eventually gulps down a piece or two.

Just like this regular “diet” issue, a media diet often strikes a balance
between what people want and what they need. The stories about a
toddler who stole an ice cream truck in Australia or a water-skiing
squirrel named Flippy are great fun, but they lack substance for most
readers. Stories about legislatures passing bills or city councils
trimming budgets hold the appeal of a Brussels sprout, but these stories
can alert readers to life-changing outcomes.

Audience-centric journalism isn’t about handing your readers a bucket
of Halloween candy every day, but rather finding ways to provide
information they need in an appealing way. As a journalist, you need to
find ways to make readers pay attention to stories that should matter to
them. You can do this through stronger reporting and clearer writing as
you constantly find a way to answer the question, “Why should a reader
care about this?”

An occasional story about a bear in a swimming pool or someone
setting a world record for most eggs eaten in five minutes doesn’t hurt,
but it can’t be the main course for a media diet. The overall goal of this
book is to find ways to make those “vegetable stories” worth a second
look as we give the readers something they need in a way in which they
want. Consider this balance between wants and needs as you continue
throughout the remaining chapters, and you will have a much easier
time reaching your readers.

Meanwhile, author J.K. Rowling tweeted back and forth with fans, who
asked whether Rickman ever knew of a deep secret that Snape held back
throughout the series. As Rowling answered these questions, other fans
offered their thoughts on the issues associated with the character, the secret
and what Rickman’s work meant to them.

Through it all, media outlets ranging from fan blogs to news sites covered
each aspect of Rickman’s death and its reverberations. Rather than
defining for the audience what is news, the media outlets tended to use
what the audience felt mattered to help select content and convey it to
other interested users. Most media outlets retained their sense of how best
to structure and present the coverage, but audience participation and the
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sense that a story was “gaining ground” helped influence the amount and
the focus of the coverage.

As a journalist entering the field at this time of viral content and heavy
audience interest, you will find yourself pulled between traditional news
values, such as conflict and impact, and audience interests that feel more
like “junk food” information. You can no longer dictate to the readers
what matters, as writers and editors could many years ago when the
printing press ruled the news. However, you can use those news values to
help you ascertain when an audience’s interest has reached a critical mass
that demands coverage. You can also use those values to your advantage
as you repackage information and disseminate it to your readers.

Defining Your Audience
Far too often, journalists make incorrect assumptions about readers based
on ill-conceived notions or outdated data. To make sure they don’t fail
their audience members, media organizations often solicit reader feedback
to help them refocus their coverage. Here are a few ways you can get
information about your audience:

Readership Surveys
A readership survey allows a media organization to examine who is paying
attention to its content, what content is most appealing to the readers and
to what degree readers’ wants and needs have changed over time.
Association Media and Publishing lists several reasons for doing these
surveys9:

It’s been a while: Media users’ preferences change over time, based
on various life factors and interest levels. Industry experts say that
conducting a survey once every other year is considered a “best
practice” within the field of media.
You’re not sure where you stand: The desire to “take the
temperature” of your readers is natural if you want to know how best
to keep readers happy. A survey can help you determine if the
information you are providing is relevant and engaging to your
readers.
You aren’t sure if your approach is working: News reporters
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occasionally assume that new ideas will be interesting to their readers
because those ideas worked in other markets. These ideas could be
anything from covering different types of stories to using various
platforms to present information. A survey of readers will either
confirm or reject those assumptions.

Most organizations have conducted surveys like these at some point, and it
is important for reporters to look at them and see what the audiences really
want.

Helpful Hints: Demographic, Psychographic and Geographic
Information on Your Readers

The various ways you can measure an audience can help you determine
who is in your readership and what they want from you.

Lightcome/iStock.com

Identifying trends or interests within a large group of readers can seem
daunting. The tools listed in this section will help you better understand
who your readers are and if they enjoy what you created for them. Here
are some ways to break your audience into some simple, useful chunks:

Demographic Information
Demographics usually include things like age, gender, race, education
and relationship status. These categories can then be broken into more
useful segments, such as age brackets and specific educational levels.
When coupled with those other “check-box items,” demographics can
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help determine the types of people who use the content you create.
Even more, you can refine your coverage approach based on what those
demographics tell you. For example, if your readership is
predominantly men and women ages 25 to 36 who have one or more
children under the age of 10, you can tailor your coverage toward the
interests most normally associated with that type of individual. This
could be early marriage, young parenthood and early education.

Psychographic Information
Demographic information alone isn’t enough to determine common
ground among readers. Psychographic information allows you to
examine an audience based on personality traits, values, interests and
attitudes. This type of data includes things like strength of opinion on
political issues and social ideologies.

For example, sporting traditions might dominate the social identities of
some universities, while other universities have half-filled stadiums for
every home game. Certain towns may profess a conservative sense of
local politics, even though the people there treat the town like a
“bedroom community” and rarely vote. Other towns may have a wide
range of political views, but have a serious dedication to the local high
school’s events and to shops run by local merchants and vote in every
town election.

Geographic Information
People care greatly about things happening near them, making
geographic information a crucial element in understanding your
audience. When someone robs a gas station in a small town, people
want to know what happened and who is responsible. When a reader’s
school district considers a bond referendum, that person wants to know
how much taxes will go up if the effort is successful.

Traditional newspapers know the circulation of their publications,
including where distributors deliver the print copies. Webmasters can
use analytics to determine where people are when they log in and
engage with content. This is helpful for journalists who want to know if
an event is too far outside of the audience’s geographic interests or if
readers in certain areas might have an interest in the publication
reaching out farther into their territory.
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Website Analytics
It’s not always who is reading the news that is the most interesting aspect
of analytics, but instead what those people are reading. Either as part of
website surveys or through the use of third-party web analytics, journalists
can determine what brings people to a site. These analyses can examine
which stories get the most clicks, the most screen time or the most
comments. A survey of American Society of News Editors members found
that nearly 97 percent of newsrooms monitor web metrics.10 The five key
metrics they said every journalist should know and value are:

Unique visitors: These are measured based on the time frame under
analysis. For example, if a reader visits a website at 9 a.m., noon, 7
p.m., and 11 p.m. during a single day, that reader would be counted as
one unique viewer if the unit of measurement is “daily unique
visitors.” However, if the unit of measurement is “hourly unique
visitors,” that one person would count four times.
Pageviews: This measures the loading of a single page as well as any
reloading of that page. A single viewer could visit 10 pages on a
single website for a total of 10 pageviews, or that viewer could
continually refresh a single page 10 times for the same total.
Visits: This is the single time that a viewer enters the website and
navigates it until the viewer leaves. This information can be further
parsed to determine where the person is coming from, what parts of
the site accounted for the majority of the reader’s visit and other
similar bits of information.
Source: Every visitor to a website has to come from somewhere.
Source data can include things like the name of a search engine, a
specific referring URL or if the visitor came directly to the site using
a bookmark. Source data will help you determine what got your
readers to show up, which can help you with marketing or promoting
your information to them.
Session duration: This measurement will allow you to see how long
readers spent on a given site as well as how long they spent on any
particular page. This will help you determine what content people
used the most and what content saw minimal screen time.

Reporters can use these and other analytics to assess what stories drew the
most people, held people’s attention the longest and led to additional
reading on the site. Just like any other tool, this can be misused or
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overanalyzed, but for the most part, reporters should look at these analytics
to determine what mattered the most to the readers.

Real People
Surveys can give you a broad array of information from a large group of
people, while web analytics can help you ascertain where people spend
their time while on your site. However, neither of these can replace
actually interacting with your audience members.

For years, reporters have relied on official sources to drive story selection
and story angles. A number of logical reasons existed for this approach:
Officials are easy to find, they carry a certain level of authority and their
comments are “safer” for reporters than those that come from average
citizens. (See Chapter 12 for more on the issues associated with absolute
privilege and qualified privilege.) In addition, journalists often developed
patterns with regard to what merited coverage and how best to cover it. As
scholar Warren Breed noted while reflecting on his own time in a
newsroom, older reporters passed down expectations and values to
younger reporters, thus leading to a self-perpetuating cycle of repetitive
content.11

Thoughts From A Pro ➡ Erik Petersen, Editor, Fort Lauderdale
Magazine

As a journalist with experience on both sides of the Atlantic Ocean,
Erik Petersen understands a lot about how an audience can shape
content for a publication and how digital media has made that even
more important.
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© Erik Petersen

Petersen serves as the editor of Fort Lauderdale Magazine, the monthly
publication for the city. Prior to returning stateside, Petersen spent 11
years at the Nottingham (U.K.) Post, where he worked primarily as a
features writer and columnist. He has also served as a bureau reporter
for The Kansas City Star.

Throughout that time, Petersen said he learned how audiences shaped
the various publications at which he worked.

“In the U.S. we’ve got a de facto national media thanks to papers like
the Times and the Post,” he said. “In the UK, it’s much more explicit.
You’ve got London-based national papers like the Guardian, Daily Mail
and Telegraph, and then you’ve got local papers. Because of the split,
national newspapers cover all the national and international news, while
local papers are what Americans would think of as one giant metro
section.”

These differences lead to different approaches to what made for content
and what the audiences tended to expect in certain publications, he said.

“Local British papers tend to run stuff that U.S. city dailies wouldn’t—
real cat-up-a-tree stuff,” Petersen said. “There are entire websites
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devoted to people in British local papers frowning and pointing at
things—potholes, closed public restrooms and so forth. This habit of
local papers running these stories in print has always been a sort of
endearing running joke, and in the early days of online, papers took
notice of how much it could drive traffic. Nonsense stories would go
viral.”

Even though the papers enjoyed the traffic spikes on the web, Petersen
said he often worried about how the audience viewed the publication.

“People who are tweeting your story with ‘LOL, it’s all kicking off in
Bath’ are helping give you a massive spike on that story, but they’re not
building a community of readers who are committed to your
publication,” he said. “They’re not from your area, and they’re only
reading your story because they’re mocking it. It was a lesson that in
my view took a while to learn because stories that create huge spikes
are hard to peel away from, but British local papers now focus more on
the more long-term process of building a community of local readers.”

When he returned to the States, Petersen said he took that understanding
of audience building as he approached his new challenge of reaching
the Fort Lauderdale community, especially through the interactivity
available on the web.

“Unlike daily papers, where the challenge has been how to compete in a
world where daily news is now a much more open game, city monthlies
now get to interact more regularly with our readers,” he said. “In
newspapers, it often felt like ‘this is a threat we have to understand.’
Here it feels more like an opportunity. Our readers are professionals
who live in the city and have discretionary income. If a few times a
week we can give them a product they find useful—say, something
quick about a gallery opening or a new restaurant—it’s a level of
interaction we didn’t have before.”

In terms of moving forward in a digital world with an ever-evolving
audience, Petersen said he worries less about the newest apps or devices
and more about how best to reach his readers with quality content.

“I try not to get caught up in ‘what works’ as much as how we present
it, because in most ways I think good journalism is still what works,” he
said. “For a while we heard a lot about how only shorter, quick-hit stuff
would work in the new world. Well, I went to the University of
Missouri with a guy named Wright Thompson who is one of the people
proving that false. Just do good work, and then let the analytics side of
things guide you in the particulars of how you present it.”
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One Last Thing
Q: If you could tell the students reading this book anything you think is
important, what would it be?

A: “I think it’s so important right now to be less top-down about
building readerships and everything that comes with that, particularly in
a big organization. Don’t have one person with all the secret
knowledge. Make sure every journalist—particularly the younger,
junior ones—have ownership in what’s happening. Likewise,
journalists need to think like one-person media organizations. That’s
even down to the small things. It might not seem like the biggest thing
in the world, but if I meet a journalist without a Twitter account, I
wonder what they’re doing. It’s a simple tool for getting your work out
there more—don’t you want that?”

What no one really spent a lot of time thinking about in the newsroom,
however, was the degree to which stories about robberies, city council
meetings or formal speeches mattered to the audience members. In the
days of limited media outlets, reporters didn’t have to worry that they
would lose readers to other publications. Even if there was competition,
most journalists ascribed to a standard set of news values that would
essentially guarantee that if a robbery occurred or a city council met, every
media outlet would be there, dutifully covering it. Now, with a wider array
of media options, understanding your readers becomes more important
than ever.

To help you reach your readers and understand what “real people” want to
see, consider both traditional and digital options. As you work on standard
stories, such as meetings, speeches and news conferences, you might take
time out to ask audience members what they like to read or what things
they think matter. When you cover lite-brite stories, such as Fourth of July
parades or the opening of a local library, you could spend more time
talking to people about what they would like to know and why they read
(or don’t read) what your media outlet produces.

In a digital realm, you should read through reader comments at the end of
your stories and other stories. Social media platforms, such as Facebook
and Twitter, often have ways for you to keep track of a topic as well as the
people most directly interested in it. This will allow you to strike up a
conversation with these interested parties via email or Twitter and find out
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more about what matters to them. Always look for ways to find out from
“real people” what they think matters and see if it merits additional
attention from you and your media outlet.

This list of trending topics shows you how varied the overall levels of
interest in a wide array of topics can be on any given day.

Facebook

What do we owe our Audience?
With all of this in mind, the job of the journalist can seem a lot less fun
and a lot more overwhelming than you might have originally thought.
Although the discipline may seem more complicated than you originally
thought, some basic elements of journalism remain crucial. As we noted
earlier in the chapter, you don’t have to pander to an audience to drive
readership. Here are a few basic things news consumers need from you:

The “copy-taster” (left) selects material, while Editor Arthur Waters
(seated, center, right) decides on the treatment of a story with a
member of his staff, on a Saturday afternoon in the newsroom at the
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News of The World, April 1953. Journalists historically have put
extra emphasis into the issue of being accurate and fair.

Bert Hardy/Picture Post/Hulton Archive/Getty Images

Accuracy Above All Else
No matter how fast you get information to someone or how incredible your
mind-blowing visuals are, if your work lacks accuracy, nothing else
matters. The first and foremost expectation audiences have of journalists is
that we have put forth information that is factually correct.

This means you should go back through everything you write and make
sure your facts are solid, your writing can’t be misconstrued and your
quotes are accurate. This might require one edit or it might take several,
but spend whatever time you need to make sure you have everything
correct. We will spend much more time on this throughout the book, but
always remember this should be your prime directive.

Clarification of Value
One of the bigger mistakes journalists make is to get into a rut when they
report and write. This often emerges when city government reporters cover
too many meetings or sports reporters rely on the “who beat whom”
coverage to fill their story quotas. The idea of “we’ve always covered X”
rears its ugly head when journalists forget that they’re not covering
meetings or games for the sake of covering meetings or games. They need
to go back to the basic premise of this chapter: Write for the audience.

Journalists have often relied on who, what, when, where, why and how—
the 5W’s and 1H—when they write. When writing a story, it becomes

51



imperative that we look at the idea of not only what happened but also why
it matters to our readers. The lead will capture the core elements of who
did what to whom, but the “why” element of the 5W’s and 1H will drive
home the value of the piece. Here’s an example:

Brown County firefighters responded to a fire at 123 E. Smith Drive late
Wednesday night.

The core of this sentence picks up on four of the W’s, but it lacks value
because this essentially tells the readers that firefighters fought a fire.
That’s what they are supposed to do, and thus there’s not a lot of value in
that. The lack of an answer to “Why should I care?” leaves the readers
without a sense of importance. A stronger lead can create improved value:

A fire at 123 E. Smith Drive killed three people Wednesday and caused
$280,000 in damage to Brown County’s oldest historic home.

That shows value in terms of a sizable impact (death and damage) as well
as an additional bit of insight regarding the importance of the house (oldest
historic home in the county).

When you write for your readers, be sure you can clearly answer the
question “Why should I care?” for them.

Fairness and Objectivity
Accuracy goes a long way to improving trust, but fairness and objectivity
also contribute greatly to trustworthiness.

Journalists often hear that fairness means getting “both sides of the story,”
but in many cases, issues have more than two sides. A fair journalist gives
stakeholders an opportunity to make their positions known. In some cases,
those stakeholders may be less than genuine or may have their own
agendas, which is why you need to be prepared with research and
information when you speak to them. Fairness does not mean parroting
your sources. Fairness means giving people the opportunity to put forth a
viewpoint, which journalists have every right to question and challenge.

However, this leads to the idea of objectivity. Being objective is not akin
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to being blind to reality. In the wake of the 2016 election, the term “fake
news” has taken over as a one-size-fits-all term for any news certain
people dislike, leading to diminished approval ratings of the press and
media credibility. However, objective journalists will examine statements
presented as fact and push back against those that fail to pass muster. In
one such incident, presidential adviser Kellyanne Conway defended
President Donald Trump’s proposed travel ban by referencing two Iraqis
who masterminded “the Bowling Green massacre.” Media outlets quickly
researched the incident and found that no such terrorist attack occurred.
Instead, they found that two men were arrested in Bowling Green,
Kentucky, after attempting to send resources to al-Qaida. Conway
eventually recanted, noting that she meant to say “Bowling Green
terrorists.”12

What objectivity requires of a journalist is to approach each topic and each
source with an open mind. Even journalists who research a topic well
might not be fully versed in it. You have to be able to put aside your
personal views and biases when covering stories and give your sources the
opportunity to provide you with information on the topic. You also have a
duty to your audience to be as informed as possible so that sources don’t
pull the wool over your eyes and to push back against sources when they
present falsehoods.

What Attracts an Audience?
Don’t be discouraged when you realize that audiences now determine what
matters most to them. Instead, realize that you still have a lot of input
when it comes to how you can meet their needs while still maintaining
your own set of best practices. To do this, you need to understand what
attracts an audience to your content and then use those items as starting
points to drive your coverage.

The book “Dynamics of Media Writing” outlines a series of interest
elements that can help you attract an audience.13 To remember them, you
can use the mnemonic FOCII, like the plural of focus, but with two I’s.
Here is a brief examination of those elements:

Fame
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This interest element relies on the idea that important people will draw the
attention of readers. As noted in “Dynamics of Media Writing,” it isn’t
always what someone does, but who is doing the deed that matters.
According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, the United
States sees more than 800,000 marriages end each year with little fanfare.
However, when actors Ben Affleck and Jennifer Garner split in 2015, it
became news almost everywhere.

Oddity and conflict will draw readers to your publication. However, if
the material fails to deliver more than shock value, they won’t stick
around for long.

Richard Levine/Getty Images

Fame falls into two main categories. The first category includes people
who are famous for an extended period of time, like heads of state, actors
and singers. The second category includes those people who are living out
their “15 minutes” of fame, such as Powerball jackpot winners, internet
sensations and news oddities.

Oddity
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People value rare things, which can be anything from the Hope Diamond
to the kid in third grade who can belch the alphabet. Journalists often focus
on oddities and present them to their readers as being different from the
everyday elements of life.

News organizations occasionally highlight oddity with positive
superlatives, such as the “largest ball of earwax in North America” or “the
longest filibuster in state history.” In other cases, oddity could come from
negative outcomes, such as the 45-year-old Muncie, Indiana, woman who
was arrested on suspicion of stabbing a fellow partygoer in the eye with a
fork. The reason? The stabbing victim took the last barbecued rib.14 In
terms of the criminally weird, some publications, like the Toronto Sun,
even have a “weird” news section on their websites.15

Conflict
If two or more people or groups seek incompatible goals, conflict will
emerge. Whether it is two people who want the last barbecued rib at a
party or two political parties seeking dominance in the House of
Representatives, when mutually exclusive endgames present themselves,
you will see conflict.

As we will discuss in Chapter 2, reporting on conflict requires more than
getting side A of an issue and then assuming there is a side B that you need
to even things up. When it comes to conflict, you can see various facets of
conflict if you put in some effort to examining the issue. For example, any
building project could have financial, societal and environmental
ramifications for the area and your readers. You need to understand those
various facets and explain how each outcome can be good or bad for your
readers. No matter what happens, the outcome will matter to your readers.

Immediacy
People don’t like to feel out of the loop, and news journalists understand
this. To best serve their readers, journalists do their best to get people the
most important information as quickly as possible.

When journalists “break” news or get a “scoop” on the competition, they
demonstrate the importance of immediacy as an interest element. Digital
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outlets like websites and social media outlets can provide journalists with
24/7 access to their readers, meaning that immediacy takes on a whole new
level of importance. Prior to these ever-present platforms, journalists
measured immediacy in increments of days or hours.

Newspapers published multiple editions each day, with the final edition
bringing a close to their day of information dissemination. Journalists
working for the publication then had to wait to see what competing papers
and broadcasters got that they didn’t. Television journalists had three
nightly broadcasts, with the final version of the news coming out just
before midnight, depending on the time zone. However, once those
windows closed, the news went dark until the morning newscast.

Today, immediacy is measured in minutes and seconds, which leads to a
hypercompetitive market in which speed dictates a lot of what we do.
However, as immediacy becomes a primary issue in the field, we all have
to make sure that speed doesn’t trump accuracy. Fast is great, but fast and
wrong is horrible.

Impact
As noted earlier in the chapter, people want to know “Why should I care?”
Good journalists can answer that question when they focus on the impact
of a story. In some cases, you can demonstrate impact with simple stories,
such as pieces on tax-rate increases or business closings. In other cases,
you need to go much deeper to show a longer range impact, such as how
the “too big to fail” banking crisis of the mid-2000s came to a head or how
changes in environmental laws will affect the quality of water in an area.

You can demonstrate the impact of a story in a quantitative or qualitative
sense. Quantitative impact measures the range of the impact, such as how
many people got the flu during a particular winter. Qualitative
measurements show the severity of an impact, such as the death of one
student at your school.

The Big Three

Here are the three key things you should take away from this chapter:

1. The audience matters most: You aren’t writing for yourself. You
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are writing for your readers, and they have specific wants and
needs that you must address. The better you understand this, the
more connected you will become with your audience members,
and the better you will be able to serve them.

2. Journalists owe the audience: When it comes to your readers,
focus on what you owe them each and every time you ply your
trade. You have to be accurate. You need to show them value in
what you write for them. You need to be fair and objective. If you
do these things, you will grow and retain a strong and loyal
audience. If you don’t, the readers can always go somewhere else
for their information.

3. Focus on the interest elements: Fame, oddity, conflict,
immediacy and impact serve as crucial interest elements for all
media writers, but they are particularly valuable for news
reporters. Each time you sit down to write a story, consider each
of these elements and see which ones you think apply. This will
help you focus your work and build strong and valuable content.

Key Terms
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infotainment 3
interest elements 13
lite-brite 11
media diet 6
niche 2
obituary 5
objectivity 13

57



oddity 14
official source 9
pageview 9
platform 2
psychographic information 8
real people 11
session duration 9
shiny-object syndrome 5
silos 2
unique visitor 9
visit 9

Discussion Questions
1. The first question this chapter asked is “Why do you want to be a

journalist?” What is your best answer to that question? What makes
this field worthy of study in your mind?

2. What is the source of most of the media you consume? Think about not
just the platform (newspaper, magazine, TV, web, apps) but think about
the sources of media on those platforms. What makes that media
valuable to you? How did you find the sources, and what made them a
part of your consumption habits? What similar media did you reject or
decide not to continue using? To what degree do you think the media
provides you with audience-centric content?

3. Of the five interest elements listed in the chapter, which one drives you
to consume media? Why do you think this is? Which one matters the
least to you? Why do you feel that way?

4. Of the information you consume on a daily basis, how much of it do
you think would fall into the category of “infotainment”? What draws
you to this material, and how much does that bother you now as a
reporting student?

Write now!

1. Explore the demographic details of your school in terms of age,
gender, race and the in-state/out-of-state gap. Look for specific
details you think define your school. Then, select another
institution within your state and examine the same elements. Use
these findings to write a two-page essay that outlines the
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similarities and differences between these schools. Also, include
your opinion regarding the degree to which those elements
accurately reflect the similarities and differences between your
two schools.

2. Select three articles that interest you from the media you consume.
Look through them to identify the elements of interest outlined in
this chapter. Write up a few paragraphs on each article, explaining
why you found that these articles were of interest to you and
which elements most and least factored into your interest.

3. Select an issue of your student newspaper (or online publication,
depending on your campus) and compare it with the coverage of
an issue of your local publication from that same day and time as
well as an issue of a national publication from that same day and
time. Write a short essay on each one of these publications to
outline what audience(s) you think they serve and how well you
think they are serving them. Use examples of stories that illustrate
the points you are making regarding the quality (or lack thereof)
of the coverage.

4. Conduct a short content analysis of one of your social media
platforms (Twitter, Facebook, Instagram etc.). Which of the
people you chose to follow shows up most in your feed over the
past 24 hours? What topics are “trending” in your feed, and how
well do you feel those things represent your overall interests? To
what degree would you say these items qualify as “news,” and
how do you think this reflects on you as a media consumer? Write
a short paper that outlines your thoughts and findings.

5. Reflect on a time when you became an active participant in a
social media phenomenon. It might have been your choice to
tweet about an election or to post articles about a topic that you
thought others should read. What drove you to do so, and how
much thought did you put into your approach? Does this differ in
any way from how you see yourself as an upcoming journalist, or
is this part of a different way you see media usage?

6. Reflect on the issue of accuracy and how you feel it is or isn’t
present in the media today. As allegations of media bias, “fake”
news and other similar issues come to the forefront, how do you
see this overall field, and why do you perceive it this way? Write a
short essay that clarifies this.

7. Select a news piece from a local publication and assess it for
audience centricity. How does it do in addressing the 5W’s and
1H, and how well does it tell you why it should matter to you? If
you feel it has done well, explain what works. If you feel it hasn’t,
explain what doesn’t work and how you would go about fixing it.
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Visit edge.sagepub.com/filaknews to help you accomplish your
coursework goals in an easy-to-use learning environment.
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2 Critical Thinking

Open Road Films (II)/Photofest
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Learning Objectives
After completing this chapter you should be able to:

Understand the basic tenets of critical thinking and how they affect
journalism.
Assess the quality of your own thinking by applying the crucial aspects
of critical thought.
Enhance your reporting through stronger analysis of your approach to
content gathering and news writing.
Demonstrate proactive and reactive skills during the process of
reporting.
Use critical thought in analyzing content in terms of relevance and
value to your audience.

Thinking Ahead: How to Fully “Get” a Story

As a reporter, you always need to get the story. However, the definition
of “getting” the story differs from reporter to reporter. The central
theme of this book is that getting the story means more than picking up
facts and quotes as if they were items on a grocery list that you simply
toss into your cart. Because you are the one “cooking the meal,” so to
speak, you need to understand how those items work to form the larger
whole.

Getting the story means fully understanding your story and making sure
that you can explain what is going on to your audience. It entails a lot of
research beforehand, concentration during the entire reporting process
and follow-up work once you begin writing. You need to understand
how what you ask can lead to what your audience will know. You need
to be able to balance the perspective of your readers and viewers with
that of the sources you will seek. In the end, you need to be both self-
aware and aware of others as you attempt to put together your work as a
journalist.

Learning how to think critically will make you a better journalist and
help you not only get the story but also understand the story as you
pursue it. Critical thinking often gets lost amid the time pressure of a
24/7 news-on-demand world. Unfortunately, with the deluge of
information that comes at you in rapid-fire fashion and from the endless
sea of “publishers” on the internet, understanding how to think critically
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has never been more important.

Critical thinking is a skill you can develop over time. Some people are
naturally curious and have an intuitive sense of exactly what questions
they need to ask. Others need time to come to grips with what they
learned and make it part of the bigger picture. If you are the latter, don’t
worry. It doesn’t mean you aren’t or will never be a critical thinker.
What it does mean is that you will likely need to practice critical
thinking skills a bit more in order to become better at it. The remainder
of this chapter is geared toward helping you understand how to do that.

How do we Think?
In their book “How Do Journalists Think,” Holly Stocking and Paget
Gross lay out a cognitive process by which journalists react to stimuli in
their environment. The reporters then match those stimuli with previously
understood categories they developed in their minds over time. In doing
so, the journalists can use the old information stored in those categories to
inform them about the new situation in front of them.

Bob Woodward (left) and Carl Bernstein, Washington Post staff
writers who broke news on the Watergate case, at their desk in the
Post. As the reporters followed this difficult story, they relied on
critical thinking as they determined what they could accurately report
and what needed more work.

Bettmann/Getty Images

Perhaps this is a better way to look at it: Imagine your mind as a giant
filing cabinet with millions of pieces of categorized information stored
inside. When a term comes up, like “musician,” you flip through your files
quickly and see what you’ve categorized inside those files that fits that
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term. For some, it’s country and western singers like Johnny Cash and
Trisha Yearwood. For others, it’s Drake and Ariana Grande. For still
others, it’s the Beatles or the Rolling Stones. You then pull all the
information from that file and use it to assess the current person being
dubbed a “musician.” Was there ever a time when your parents told you,
“That’s not music. That’s garbage” when you were listening to something
they didn’t like? Their rationale comes from their own sense of what music
is and is not.

Stocking and Gross note that the way journalists think and categorize and
report is “fraught with bias.” They argue that journalists need to do more
to understand the process of how they categorize information and what the
implications are for those cognitive shortcuts their minds take.1 One good
way to do this is to engage in a critical thinking perspective. Because it’s
not possible to rewrite the way in which you think, instead this chapter will
offer you suggestions on ways to think about how you think from a critical
thinking perspective. While this chapter is all about critical thinking, it is
not here alone that we will engage in this process. This approach to
thinking will be woven into each chapter of the book.

Defining Critical Thinking
The Foundation for Critical Thinking defines critical thinking as the art of
analyzing and evaluating thought with a view to improving it. It is an
ongoing process that provides individuals with the ability not only to
examine a topic but also to reflect on how they are thinking about it. In
other words, it is a process, not a goal, that will perpetually provide
individuals with the opportunity to see what they are doing, question why
they are doing it and grow through that process.

In his essay on critical thinking, scholar Richard Paul writes that critical
thinkers seek to improve thinking by analyzing their approach to thought
and then using that process to upgrade their thinking. Unfortunately, Paul
says, students at most colleges and universities do not get the chance to
learn this way in the classroom. He notes that 97 percent of faculty who
responded to a nationwide survey as far back as 1972 agreed that critical
thinking was an important part of education. However, Paul also notes that
education is still provided primarily by a series of lectures that focus on
the rote memorization of specific facts and the ability to regurgitate those
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facts when called upon.2 While this is a bad thing for all education, it is
particularly disturbing for those of us who teach in journalism, where
thinking on the fly is crucial and the answers aren’t on a Scantron sheet.

Learning How to Think
In his book “Thinking,” Robert Boostrom outlines several cases in which
students were accomplishing learning tasks but weren’t thinking. One such
case involved a conversation between Boostrom and his son, a middle
school student. The boy was explaining that he needed to identify Thomas
Jefferson in order to complete an assignment. When Boostrom suggested a
few possibilities (signer of the Declaration of Independence, former
president of the United States), his son explained that those answers were
not correct. The boy then said that Jefferson was properly identified as the
vice president under John Adams. When Boostrom asked how the boy
came to this conclusion, his son explained that all he had to do was look
through his textbook until he found Jefferson’s name in bold and then copy
down the phrase that followed.3

Don’t try to snow your readers. The use of weak ideas and overblown
jargon isn’t helping anyone.

CALVIN AND HOBBES © 1993 Watterson. Reprinted with
permission of ANDREWS MCMEEL SYNDICATION. All rights
reserved.

This example makes it clear that learning material is not the same as
thinking, let alone engaging in critical thinking. Instead of examining why
the “vice president” answer was the best answer, the boy simply knew that
if he wanted to get credit for his homework, he needed to write it down.
Many of the classroom experiences you have had to this point were likely
similar in nature to what this boy experienced. You were told to memorize
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the states and their capitals. You were tested on whether you could
remember the names or actions of characters in a play or novel. You had to
complete timed tests based on applying specific mathematical formulas to
a set of equations. While all of these activities give you knowledge, they
don’t make you think.

Memorization is not the enemy of thinking, but rather a complement to it
in many ways. However, if you wish to succeed in doing good journalism,
you need to go beyond memorization and learn how to think critically
about what you are doing, how you will go about doing it and why you are
doing it in the first place.

Linda Elder and Richard Paul of the Foundation for Critical Thinking
argue that critical thinking is the ability to ensure that you are using the
best possible thinking measures in any situation in which you find
yourself.4 You want to figure out “the lay of the land” or better understand
the entire puzzle. To do this, you need as much information as possible as
you reason out how to approach a problem, such as how to write on a
given topic or how to tell a specific story.

Perhaps a better way of explaining this is to understand what makes certain
people good at a game like chess. Great chess players understand the
moves each piece can make and understand what strengths and weaknesses
are inherent to those pieces. In addition, they can see the whole board,
much like how a conductor sees a whole orchestra or how a quarterback
sees the whole playing field. The great chess player not only can see what
is happening, but understands what is likely to happen. Great players can
see a few moves ahead and anticipate what they will see next.

Inferior players obsess about the pieces or become fixated on one portion
of the board. They don’t understand the entirety of the game well enough
to make rational choices as to what to do several moves down the road and
thus are stuck making simple decisions without looking ahead.

Good journalists are both proactive and reactive as they survey the
chessboard that is their story. Rather than looking at the story as a single
incident, good journalists look for patterns in behavior. They see what has
happened before this moment in time and what ripples will continue to
move outward in the future from this moment. To become good at critical
thinking, you need to be prepared for what is likely to come next, adapt to
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changes that occur during the process and synthesize all of the incoming
information into an overarching understanding of what is going on and
why it matters.

The Requirements of Critical Thought
In their volume on critical thinking, Joe Kinchloe and Danny Weil argue
that critical thinkers possess “a radical humility” in which they are aware
of the complex nature of life. They don’t allow themselves to be limited by
what they think they know. Instead, they approach each situation as if it is
a “great wide open” of possibilities.5 Journalists who are good at what
they do often fit these parameters and thus far exceed their less complex
colleagues.

To become good at critical thinking, you need to practice it on a daily
basis.

PeopleImages/iStock.com

The question then becomes, how does one engage in critical thought and
see these larger ideas in more comprehensive ways? Elders and Paul argue
that critical thought comes from reasoning. It is one thing to assert
something, but it is quite another to be able to develop a logical framework
from which one can make a clear and coherent point that can be defended
against contradictory arguments. This approach to thinking comes from a
well-trained mind, developed through practice and honed by challenge.

In other words, you learn how to do this through practice. Don’t worry so
much if you don’t have a complete mastery of critical thinking right off the
bat. Nothing you’ve ever done in life has come without some level of trial
and error. For example, think all the way back to the first time you
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successfully tied your shoelaces. Whether you tried the “bunny ears”
technique or the “loop, swoop and pull” method, you likely didn’t get it
right the first dozen times you tried. Then, finally, you found just enough
loop and barely enough swoop that when you pulled, you got a partial knot
that was hanging there by a thread. Still, you did it. The knots eventually
improved until the point where tying your shoes became second nature.
Chances are, you don’t even remember the last time you did it or what you
were thinking about at the time.

Critical thinking will eventually come to you as well, as long as you
practice it.

How to Approach a Story as a Critical
Thinker
Researchers Susan Fiske and Shelly Taylor once noted that humans are
cognitive misers; we like to expend as little energy as possible when we
are asked to think. To conserve that mental energy, we draw on previous
experiences, break things down to the simplest way to look at them and
find ways around hard thinking.6 Even now, in your classes, it is likely
that you’re sitting back listening to a professor lecture. The professor is
pouring information out and you are picking it up in dribs and drabs like a
sponge. It is easy, it is simple and it is not what journalism is about.

A journalist takes notes as President Barack Obama speaks during a
news conference in the East Room of the White House in
Washington. What the core of the story is and how best to tell it will
be part of the critical thinking process this reporter uses during the
writing.
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To become a good journalist, you need to be thinking all the time, and you
need to be thinking more broadly about what it is that you are doing. If you
are covering a contentious school board meeting, you can’t just think,
“Well, I got side A. Now I’ve got to go find someone from side B.” What
are the key arguments that A and B are making? What really separates
them? Do they understand the strengths and weaknesses of the arguments
they are making? Do you?

A deeper look at content and questioning what you are told are both
trademarks of good critical thinkers. In addition, the critical thinker:

Raises vital questions and problems by coming to grips with the topic.
Gathers and assesses relevant information.
Thinks open-mindedly within alternative systems of thought,
recognizing and assessing as need be their assumptions, implications
and practical consequences.
Communicates effectively with others in figuring out solutions to
complex problems.

Let’s consider each of those items in turn.

Raising Vital Questions by Coming to Grips With
the Topic
Fully immersing yourself in a specific topic or area is one of the best ways
to fully understand the stories on which you’ll be asked to report. Some of
the best bloggers are folks who focus on one issue: health care, politics or
safety. Newspapers often have beat reporters who cover a specific topic or
geographic location. Beats for public safety, education, city government,
religion, finance and sports are common in newspapers. If you examine
some newspapers’ bylines closely, you will notice that specific individuals
tend to cover the same types of stories. Television stations, while often
using the general assignment approach with their reporters, have reporters
who cover specific time slots and specific parts of the coverage area. The
media outlets do this because it gives the reporter a chance to develop
relationships with sources through repeated contact.

69



Reporters can also learn how to find bigger-picture stories by seeing the
individual stories that come out of a beat over time. For example, let’s
look at the case of a school district that wants to build a high school. To
get the money needed to construct the school, the district must put a
referendum on the ballot and ask the public to approve the borrowing of
$20 million. The referendum has failed three times before, and the current
school continues to fall into disrepair. Each time, the vote is approximately
60/40 against the project.

A solid reporter can look at the issue and note that it’s been up three times
before and failed all three times. It is a simple case of reviewing previous
stories, talking to the school board members and interviewing district
citizens about the plan. The story is important, but the author is failing to
come to grips with the topic.

What makes the people vote the way they do? It might be worth some time
to study similar school districts that have building projects under way to
see what their schools cost. Is there a particular aspect of the plan that
people think is not worth the cost? Is that Olympic-class swimming pool
that adds $2 million to the price tag a real thorn in the side of people who
voted it down? How about the $3 million sports complex for the football
program? Are people dissatisfied with the costs of things they don’t
believe are tied to academics?

Who is voting against the plan? Are they people who have no children in
the schools and don’t want to spend for something they won’t use? Is there
distrust between the district and the board? Was there a time that the
school board or school officials reneged on a promise or overspent wildly
on something? Would they be more willing to approve the plan if a new
board was in place or if some fail-safe measures were put in place?

Who is voting for the plan? What do they see as the benefits of the new
school? Will it provide better overall education and improve the
community, or will it give students something they can’t get right now? Is
it cheaper to build than to retool what they have?

All of these questions are valid, and they are vital to fully understand the
whole story. By raising these questions, you not only become more
informed yourself, but you have the chance to better inform your audience.
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Gathering and Assessing Relevant Information
Usually, journalists are pretty good at gathering information. We go back
through previous stories on a topic, read relevant documents on the topic,
ask questions of sources and get as much information as we can about the
upcoming event.

In his book “Newsthinking,” Bob Baker notes that skilled reporters have a
sense of what they will see when they attend a meeting, cover a fire or
interview a politician. They have a sense about what makes the story
newsworthy, and that sense helps them break down the story into simple
pieces. They then develop a checklist of sorts, which helps them determine
what information they have and what they need to make the story
complete.7

However, gathering information is only half of the job. Assessing the
information is the other half, and it matters more. In assessing the
information, we allow ourselves to think about the story and what it is
really going to tell people. Even more, it gives us a chance to see if what
we have gathered makes sense.

Fairness and balance are two important aspects of journalism, but they
should not prevent you from thinking critically about the story at hand.
Getting to that heart of the story means thinking about what is really
happening beneath the surface. Stories can use a series of simple quotes
and facts, but those stories don’t do much to help people understand the
value of what you have written.

Gathering information requires you to research your topic and
interview key sources. How you do this will determine the overall
quality of your work.
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Let’s say you’re doing a story on a city council’s decision to increase taxes
to fund a public park. You’ve got a direct split on the issue, with five
council members voting each way on it. When you start to question people
about their position, chances are, most of them have a pretty polished
answer as to why they support or don’t support the tax increase. For those
who support it, they might say, “Our children are our most precious
resource. They need to be able to experience things that this park can
provide.” For those against the tax, they could tell you something along the
lines of “This tax places an undue financial burden on the citizens of this
city.”

Good reporters know they need to get quotes from both groups on this. An
even better reporter would talk to folks who aren’t on the council about
their feelings on these issues. However, a reporter who engages in critical
thinking breaks out of the mold and questions the underlying assumptions
in this story. What is an “undue burden” in the minds of those people?
How much will this tax increase really cost citizens? How many kids will
this park likely serve? Even if the cost is low, if no one uses it, does the
park have value? What happened the last time a city built a park or raised a
tax? Did the citizenry end up in the poorhouse?

There are dozens of other questions that could come up through this
process of analysis, but the big thing to keep in mind is that you need to
look beyond the simple aspects of the well-polished answers and get some
bigger questions on the table. Sometimes, the end result is that the story is
very simple: some people like the park, others don’t. However, you won’t
know that until you start asking more complex questions.

Thinking Open-Mindedly
It is a good idea to come to a meeting, a speech or a news conference with
some sort of idea as to what is likely to happen and what it will mean.
That’s what pre-reporting does for you. That said, you need to think for
yourself and adapt to the situation. In “Newsthinking,” Baker notes that
good journalists tailor their approach to the circumstances surrounding the
story. Journalists need to improvise and adapt to what is going on and then
make it mean something to the audience.
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If you attend a meeting and you plan to write a story on how the city
council will approve a plan to build a skating rink, you obviously need to
know all you can about that area, the plan, the cost, the council’s feelings
on the plan and so forth. However, you also can’t get tunnel vision and
focus solely on that idea. If someone takes the podium and expresses
disgust at the way in which a developer has polluted the city’s rivers or if a
council member resigns in protest over a proposal to ban smoking from
local restaurants, you can’t just stay focused on the skating rink. You’ve
got to think fast and get on these other developments.

Helpful Hints ➡ The Topeka Test

An editor at the Wisconsin State Journal first introduced me to this
concept more than 20 years ago, and it might go back even further than
that. The Topeka test is a way to examine your story to assess whether
you’ve done your job educating your readers about the story they are
reading and how it fits into a larger picture.

Imagine a salesman catching a flight from Topeka, Kansas, to a faraway
city (New York, Los Angeles, London, etc.). He has a brief layover in
your town, so he grabs a copy of your paper before he catches a
connecting flight. The salesman then reads your article on the second
leg of the flight. Is there enough background in the story that the
salesman can fully understand your story? If not, you’ve failed the
Topeka test, and you need to go back and take another pass at your
story.

Let’s take a look at a story that doesn’t quite pass the test:

New York Gov. Elliot Spitzer resigned Wednesday, amid
allegations he had purchased the services of high-priced
prostitutes and been subsequently caught by a federal probe
into the call-girl service.

“I cannot allow my private failings to disrupt the people’s
work,” Spitzer said at a press conference held at his
Midtown office.

Spitzer’s resignation will be effective Monday at noon and
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push Lt. Gov. David Paterson into the role of governor. The
resignation takes place approximately 14 months after he
took office.

While the story tells the 5W’s and 1H to some degree, we don’t really
get a full picture of this incident. Is it rare for a governor to resign in
this fashion? What makes Spitzer’s case particularly shocking or
different? Who is Spitzer? Who is Paterson? By answering more of
these types of questions, you can have a much better feel for the value
of the story, and you’ll be closer to passing the Topeka test. Let’s try
this instead:

New York Gov. Elliot Spitzer, who built a reputation as a
fierce opponent of corruption and crime, resigned
Wednesday after revelations that he patronized a high-priced
prostitution service.

“I cannot allow my private failings to disrupt the people’s
work,” Spitzer said at a press conference held at his
Midtown office less than 48 hours after his name came up in
a federal probe into the call-girl ring.

Spitzer’s resignation will be effective Monday at noon and
will make him the first New York governor to leave office
amid scandal in nearly a century. His replacement, Lt. Gov.
David Paterson, is a 22-year veteran of the state legislature.

While neither approach will win a Pulitzer, you’ll notice how the
second version offers more information with a few bits of context. We
find out that Spitzer was an opponent of illegal activities, only to be
caught in one himself. We figure out who Paterson is and why his new
job will be significant. We find out how rare this event is and why it
matters. In short, we get more information. All of this, mind you, is the
product of critical thinking. By seeking broader layers of context, the
reporter in the second case gave us a better sense of the importance of
the story.

Communicating Effectively With Others
Are you writing for yourself, or are you writing for other people? Ask
yourself that question each time you ply your craft. The journalists who
report for themselves are thinking about filing a story, meeting a word
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count or just making a deadline. They want a solid lead, a decent set of
quotes and a closing that in some way makes sense. However, journalists
who write for their audiences are always looking for ways to tell the story
so that it conveys value.

When you write, you must explain unfamiliar elements of the story to your
audience. If you don’t know what a tax-increment finance district is, do
you really think your readers do? Don’t pass the buck and force them to do
the research you should have done.

You must provide enough context for your readers to firmly grasp not only
this story, but the entire topic you are covering. If the audience missed
previous stories on this topic, will they fully understand what is going on?
Even daily stories on the incremental progress of the O.J. Simpson trial,
the 2000 presidential election controversy and the 9/11 terrorist attacks
provided readers with enough background to keep them up to speed.
Stories that fail to give people enough information to fully understand
them are of little use to the audience.

Use words you think your audience will understand. Don’t be afraid to
look things up and explain them to the audience. Give the audience
members a sense as to how the story can affect their lives.

Critical Thought and The Value of Your
Questions
One of the things you’ll note about the material above is that it involves a
great many questions. While this sounds a little too obvious, questions are
meant to elicit responses from a person who has information to better
inform the questioner. It is not an obvious thing, however, as it pertains to
journalism, because far too often, journalists ask questions for completely
different reasons than the one stated above.

In this photo provided by the White House, U.S. President Barack
Obama holds a health care speech that he is editing with Jon Favreau,
head speechwriter in the Oval Office. Quotability of content is always
a big concern for public officials. Although journalists ask questions
to get quotes, it is important to make sure to dig deeper than the pre-
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planned glossy statements.

Pete Souza/The White House/Handout/Getty Images

Asking Questions to Get Quotes or Soundbites
One of the key aspects of the journalism business, whether print, broadcast
or online, is the importance of having people issue their own thoughts in
their own words. Whether it’s the fire chief on TV explaining how the fire
got started or the mayor in the newspaper laying out his budget, the story
loses something if these people can’t speak for themselves.

That said, quotes shouldn’t be the main reason for asking a question.
Instead, they should be a byproduct of good questions meant to help the
journalist better understand the subject’s position on a given topic. Quite
often, we view the best quotes as those that are glib and slick rather than
informative and thought provoking. In this society of bumper-sticker
slogans, we need to resist the urge to ask a question just to get that killer
quote.

Thoughts From A Pro ➡ Jill Geisler, Bill Plante Chair of Leadership
and Media Integrity, Loyola University Chicago

Jill Geisler understands the importance of merging journalistic
endeavors and critical-thinking skills. Geisler holds the Bill Plante
Chair in Leadership and Media Integrity at Loyola University Chicago
and has written widely about leadership, management and critical
thinking for the Poynter Institute.

76



© Loyola University Chicago

Geisler said that journalists often know they need critical-thinking
skills, but are often at odds in terms of exactly what those skills should
include.

“My biggest concern (with professionals) was making sure that when
editors and news directors said they wanted staffers to use ‘critical
thinking skills’ that they really understood what that term meant,” she
said. “For some, it just meant the ability to read the boss’s mind and see
the potential story as they did.”

To help her pupils better understand how critical thinking should work,
Geisler developed exercises to help showcase what journalists
traditionally do and how they can do it from a more thoughtful
perspective.

“My simple example of critical thinking skills in a newsroom
environment is this: A reporter, in checking out some activity that
seems questionable (let’s say, a tax break or a business practice, returns
to the editor and says, ‘I found out that it’s perfectly legal. There’s no
story.’ Wait. There may be a terrific story. Why is it legal? Is it legal
elsewhere? Who is responsible, if anyone, for the legal status? What
stakeholders have we considered?”

Geisler said that one of the biggest issues regarding critical thinking is
trying to break out of the mold in which only two sides of a story exist.

“I think the essential challenge of journalistic critical thinking can be
heard whenever someone talks about getting ‘both sides of a story,’”
she said. “How many issues have only two sides? Journalists are often
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drawn to conflict—and that’s not a bad thing on its surface. But when
we reduce complex ideas and issues to two sides, we often edge to the
extremes. We talk to absolutists . . . and we miss the many layers and
nuance that could be explored.”

Many great stories and better perspectives exist in those layers, Geisler
said.

“Even when we understand the guiding principles of journalism: truth
telling, independence, minimizing harm and transparency, we need to
be vigilant about our own human frailty when it comes to decision-
making,” she said. “Not only will it help keep us on the right path in our
reasoning, from framing of stories to use of language, it will increase
our ability to identify logical holes and biases embedded in the issues,
decisions, debates and people we cover. Just think of how that can
improve our journalism!”

Asking Questions to Catch Up
One bad example of this was an exchange between a firefighter and a
television reporter. The firefighter was accused of several acts of
insubordination and was in front of the Police and Fire Commission, which
would decide whether to fire him. The story had been going on for more
than six months, and the meeting that night was supposed to be a key one
in deciding whether to terminate the firefighter. The reporter began her
interview by asking the firefighter what had happened to this point and
what he had done. The firefighter snapped at her, “You really don’t know
what’s going on, do you?” She snapped right back, “My job isn’t to
understand the story. My job is to get the story.”

As strange as it seems, these two people were irritated by the same basic
problem: the reporter’s failure to research before coming to the meeting.
There is nothing wrong with knowing something about the topic. In fact,
the more prepared you are, the better able you are to ask questions and
write the story. However, you need to keep your eye on what is important
here. Why are you asking this question? Is it really crucial to what you’re
doing, or are you just trying to show off? Is this helping my audience? The
point of your doing this story is to help inform your readers or viewers. Is
this question furthering that goal? There is a wide array of questions
between asking a source what’s going on and asking a source something
about the 87th footnote on a position paper she wrote five years ago.
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You’ll be better served to aim for that middle ground.

Don’t Let Your Ego Get in the Way
This last point brings to bear one of the main things that can counter
critical thinking: egocentrism. Richard Paul and Linda Elder of the
Foundation for Critical Thinking noted that humans are the “self-deceived
animal.” They argue that people often think that their understanding of a
situation is the one that matters, that their beliefs and desires are in some
way superior to others. While we think about other people, we tend to
think about how they relate to us and what we need to do about them. In
short, it’s all about us.

Journalism requires that we broaden our field of view. We should not be
writing for us, but for those around us. While most news people deride
advertising folks as slick-haired, sharp-tongued pitchmen, ad folks
understand our job almost better than we do. They understand the
importance of getting people to pay attention to their message. They know
the message needs to be clear, simple and audience-centric. The reason, of
course, is that advertisers rely on audience members who will purchase a
product. For journalists, we are removed from that aspect of message
conveyance, and thus we tend to forget about the people who are at home
reading our stories or watching our newscasts. (To be fair, the ratings
aspects of television news give TV journalists a little better understanding
of this than their print colleagues.)

In many cases, egotism gets in the way. We tell the story the way we want
to because we think it’s important or, worse yet, because it’s easier. Why
bother doing a story on something important if your audience isn’t going
to get anything out of it? That’s like preparing for weeks to give a speech
to an arena filled with people and then delivering it without a microphone.

Avoid Self-Importance
In the age of self-publishing, everyone is an instant expert. People who get
the most attention are those who say or do outlandish things. Or, as
comedian George Carlin once noted about being a class clown, “That’s the
name of this game: dig me!” While having an opinion on a topic can be
good, it can also get you into a lot of trouble. Former ESPN analyst Curt
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Schilling’s social media posts regarding transgender people or Mount St.
Mary’s University President Simon Newman’s statement that some
freshmen are like bunnies and “you just have to drown the bunnies”8 are
just a few examples of people opening their mouths and rapidly inserting
their feet.

Consider This ➡Fast Food News

If you take a look through newspapers today or turn on a TV news
channel, you’ll notice all sorts of “breaking news.” Stories of people
who have shot up a convenience store, celebrities who died of a drug
overdose or whatever one of the Kardashians is doing this week just
take over the airwaves and the news pages. In deference to the
Kardashians’ fan club, what do these stories really tell us? What do they
really mean? How much critical thought went into finding them,
examining them and telling them? Very little would probably be the
most accurate answer.

Breaking news stories are cheap and easy to produce, they lend
themselves to commentary from “experts” and they can grab readers
and viewers quickly and hold them. Even those people who feign
disgust with these types of news are still looking and reading. Much
like those in the gapers’ block, they can’t look away.

It would be naive to assume that readers of this book have not stared
open mouthed at a traffic accident. Even more, it is pretty likely that a
student reporter or two in the class have been filled with excitement
when they caught a story for the student paper about a student getting
arrested for selling drugs or a professor being removed for having an
inappropriate relationship with a student. Stories like this occur and
shouldn’t be ignored. However, sometimes in covering them, we get so
fixated by each story, we miss the larger picture. How big of a problem
are drugs on this campus? How many students haven’t been caught yet?
Why did a professor think he could have a relationship with a student
like that and retain his job? How concrete are the rules that govern
professor-student relationships?

To better formulate ways to think critically on topics like these and
others, you need to resist the urge to focus on the cheap and easy and
ask questions that dig a bit more. They need not be epic questions of
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man’s existential dilemma. All they have to do is push the sources
you’ll be interviewing to give you more than the cheap and easy
answer.

Aside from those incidents, however, we’ve got a nation of self-important
journalists who think what they think is important. It’s egocentrism in its
purest form, and it’s not always good for journalism. The idea of doing
quality journalism is that you are attempting to act as a conduit between
the individuals making decisions and the people who are affected by those
decisions. Your job is to gather pieces of information, make sense of them
and present them to the audience in a way that allows your readers to make
rational decisions about the material they’ve read.

Think about it this way: the journalist’s job is to help display the
information so that others can see it. Much like a frame does for a piece of
artwork (as opposed to the media theory of framing), the journalist helps
display stories. It makes little sense that the frame should overshadow the
artwork. No one comes back from the Louvre and says, “Wow, was the
frame on the ‘Mona Lisa’ beautiful!” If you do your job as a journalist,
you’ll be unnoticed, but your work will be appreciated and valued.

The Big Three

Here are the three key things you should take away from this chapter:

1. Critical thinking starts with preparation: The more research
you do at the beginning of a story, the less likely you will be at the
mercy of sources during your coverage of that story. This will
help you find ways to ask critical questions of these individuals
and obtain important information. It will also help you better
adapt to your surroundings when things change and you need to
shift your focus or come up with an entirely different story.

2. Critical thinking helps you serve your readers: As Jill Geisler
says, the story is often in the layers and the nuance, and it can be
found only through careful digging and sifting. If you find out
exactly how a story affects your audience members, you can write
a story that conveys those important details to them in a way
they’ll understand. This will give your readers a stronger sense of
value, and they will thank you for it.

3. Critical thinking takes time and practice: Approaching
journalism in this way takes extra effort and some deep thinking
on your part. However, it will provide you with better
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opportunities to do good work that has value, which makes the
effort worth your while. And remember, it’s a skill that will take
time to develop. However, just like any other skill, practice makes
perfect.

Key Terms
critical thinking 19
Topeka test 26

Discussion Questions
1. How critically do you feel you and your peers think when it comes to

topics that interest you? To what degree do you think your approach to
content is critical enough, and where do you feel you fall short?

2. In the age of social media and digital communication, do you feel
critical thinking is undercut by this overwhelming abundance of media?
How and why? Are some media more detrimental than others when it
comes to this issue? Also, is there anything you think could help
improve critical thinking in this day and age?

3. How difficult is it for you to think open-mindedly about a variety of
topics? What makes it easier or harder for you to consider outside
information and viewpoints that may contradict your own? Which
topics are most and least likely to consider with an open mind? Why?

Write now!

1. Review the four trademarks of a critical thinker outlined in the
chapter. Assess your own thinking process as it relates to news
you read or topics upon which you wish to report by applying
each of these four items. Then, write a short essay in which you
analyze your thought process through the filter of these four items.
How critically do you think when it comes to your news-
processing and news-gathering efforts?

2. Find a news article on a topic of interest to you and analyze it for
the four trademarks of critical thinking. Write an essay in which
you apply each of the four trademarks to the content and
determine the degree to which each applies. Also, outline the ways
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in which this piece could be improved with more critical thought.
3. Select a story on a topic about which you know very little and

apply the Topeka test. Is there enough background in it to help
you fully understand the story? What do you feel is missing? Do
some research online to help you better understand the story.
Then, rewrite the first three to six paragraphs in a way that will
improve the overall understanding of the piece as well as
incorporate the background you feel is missing. Finally, write a
few paragraphs that explain what you did and why you think your
version is an improvement.

Visit edge.sagepub.com/filaknews to help you accomplish your
coursework goals in an easy-to-use learning environment.
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3 Basics of Writing

Boston Globe/Getty Images
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Learning Objectives
After completing this chapter you should be able to:

Apply audience centricity to your understanding of news and focus on
what matters most to your readers.
Write a lead for a news story based on the concept of the 5W’s and 1H.
Identify various approaches to lead writing and understand which lead
formats work best in which situations.
Identify and repair problematic leads, such as quote leads, question
leads and “held a meeting” leads.
Apply the basics of the inverted-pyramid writing format to your stories.
Define and differentiate among the forms of quotes (direct,
indirect/paraphrase and partial), and understand when to use each one.
Understand the purpose of attributions, and apply them properly in
terms of structure, verbiage and placement.

Thinking Ahead: Writing for a Newsreader

Basic news writing focuses on figuring out what is important and then
giving that information to your readers. It sounds simple, and with a lot
of practice, it can be. Problems tend to crop up when writers try to do
too much, ignore some basic tenets of journalism and generally don’t
think about the audience before writing.

The purpose of this chapter is to help you understand the basic elements
of good, straightforward news writing that clearly and effectively
communicate crucial information to an interested and engaged
audience. We also will get into the basics of how to mentally stimulate
readers, use quoted material and effectively order your content.

As we mentioned in Chapter 1, the audience should be your focal point
when you consider which stories you want to tell. The more important
the topic is to your readers, the more likely they will be to read what
you have written. Beyond simply picking topics that matter, you have to
tell your stories in a way that demonstrates value to your readers. With
that in mind, you need to put your story together in a way that answers
two simple questions for them:

What Matters Most? A big part of journalistic writing is figuring out
what matters most and then telling that to the readers right up front. The
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format we will discuss below, called the inverted pyramid, will help
you meet this need from a writing perspective. Before you can write in
the proper order, however, you have to think in the proper fashion.

Examine each fact at your disposal, and determine what you think
would matter most to your readers. Don’t worry so much about what a
source thinks is important, but instead worry more about what the
audience members need to know. Here’s an example that reflects a
standard form of storytelling in a press release:

Jacksonville firefighters responded to a fire Tuesday around
5 p.m., after a call came in to the 911 dispatch center.

Ladder Truck 11, Pumper 32 and Chief’s Car 2 arrived at
5:11 p.m. to find smoke coming from underneath the eaves
of the three-bedroom, one-bath home at 411 S. Cherry St.

Firefighters were able to contain the blaze to approximately
half of the home, while the remainder sustained heat, smoke
and water damage.

Homeowner Jim Smith was seriously injured in the fire and
was transported to a nearby medical facility, where he is
listed in critical condition. His wife, Suzy, and his daughter
Jane were unharmed.

After the fire was extinguished, assessors stated the home
received approximately $90,000 in damage. Investigative
Service Agents determined the cause of the fire was a leaky
gas stove that exploded when Mr. Smith lit a cigarette
nearby.

From the perspective of the fire department, this makes sense. The
firefighters are the star of the show, the event was detailed
chronologically and all the information is in there for anyone who
wants to find it. However, if you go home today and your roommate
says, “Hey, your mom called. There was a fire at your house,” would
you really want to know first that the fire department responded to a
fire? Probably not. The questions you might ask include:

“Is everyone OK?”

“How bad is it?”
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“What happened? What caused it?”

Notice that the answers to those questions are nowhere near the top,
where they should be. Also consider how you would react if you asked
those questions, and your roommate started with, “Well, Jacksonville
firefighters responded to a fire Tuesday around 5 p.m., after a call came
in to the 911 dispatch center. . . . ” Just like you would probably scream,
“Just tell me what happened!” your readers are feeling pretty much the
same way when you don’t focus on the important information first.

How Does This Affect Me as a Reader? The second question feeds off
the first one in what you might think of as a selfish way: “What’s in this
for me?” Journalists often cover the big picture in broad strokes, but
they would be better served focusing on the self-interest of the
readership.

Journalists often fail to drive home the value of the story to their
readers. In some cases, this is because the journalists lack a firm grasp
on who is in the audience and what these people need to know. In other
cases, the journalists themselves don’t fully understand the story’s
impact and thus just parrot their sources. Even worse are the situations
in which journalists are going for the “big story” and thus ignore the
individual-level impacts.

Think about the individual reader of your story when you write it. A
student doesn’t want to know that tuition at the university will go up by
a total of $12 million next year; the student wants to know how much
will be tacked on to his or her tuition bill. Vacationers don’t want to
know about all the cases of “Death Flu” attributed to biting flies
throughout the area; they want to know how to avoid the bugs and how
to treat the illness if they get it. A worker doesn’t want to hear that the
company is decreasing the workforce by 2 percent; the person wants to
know who is mostly likely to be fired and when.

Helpful Hints ➡ Building a Lead From the Inside Out

The core of any good news story is in the lead, which is where you try
to give people as much of the most important information as possible. A
good place to start is the 5W’s and 1H: who, what, when, where, why
and how. The goal of a lead is to create a single-sentence paragraph of
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about 25 to 35 words that captures these elements. You probably will
not fit all of these elements into a single sentence, so you need to
prioritize them. After the lead, you should include the remaining “W’s”
(and “H” if it doesn’t make the lead) as soon as possible while you tell
the story in descending order of importance.

Fig. 3.1 5W’s and 1H

Fig. 3.2 Circle Diagram
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When you build a lead, think about starting with a core and then adding
layer after layer of information as you move outward. This will allow
you to place the most important elements at the core and move to less
important elements as you continue outward. This approach will help
you create a stronger focus on what will matter to your readers.

You can start with a simple “noun-verb-object” structure that tells them
“Who did what to whom/what?” that will give you a sense of what
matters most:

The Cleveland Cavaliers won the NBA Championship.

Then you can add in other elements that matter, such as “why” it
matters.

The Cleveland Cavaliers won the franchise’s first NBA
Championship, bringing the city its first major title in 52
years.

You can then add the “how” and the “when” to polish it up.
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Coming back from a 3-1 series deficit against the Golden
State Warriors, the Cleveland Cavaliers won the franchise’s
first NBA Championship on Sunday, bringing the city its
first major title in 52 years.

This lead, while not perfect, includes most of the W’s and the H while
emphasizing the things that make this particular championship
important and rare. It meets the word count range, coming in at 33
words, and it gives you a lot of possibilities for what will come next in
the story.

A Quick Look at Types of Leads
A summary lead like the one outlined in the earlier example is a fairly
standard approach to capturing the 5W’s and 1H as well as properly
highlighting the interest elements discussed earlier in the book. Not every
story will lend itself to that kind of lead, so it is important to pick a lead
approach that will best emphasize the most important aspects of your
story. Here is a brief review of several other common approaches to news
leads:

Name-Recognition Leads
Fame is a valuable interest element that will draw people’s attention. The
more important someone is or the more well known that person is, the
more likely readers are to pay attention to the story.

During the 2016 Summer Olympics in Rio de Janeiro, four members of the
U.S. contingent filed a false police report, claiming they had been robbed
while enjoying some nightlife in the city. (The athletes later recanted the
story after surveillance footage showed that they had vandalized a
bathroom at a gas station and urinated around the building while
intoxicated.) Although all four men were involved, the fame element came
into play when various news outlets reported the incident:

Ryan Lochte and three other U.S. swimmers were robbed early Sunday
morning, according to the U.S. Olympic Committee.
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Lochte was a 12-time Olympic medalist, making him the second-most
decorated Olympic swimmer, behind teammate Michael Phelps. He was
also previously named World Swimmer of the Year and American
Swimmer of the Year. His three teammates, Jimmy Feigen, Gunnar Bentz
and Jack Conger, were relatively unknown athletes and thus relegated to
later in the story.

You should use a name-recognition lead when writing about someone
you think people will know by name. If you aren’t sure that your readers
will know the person right away, consider using a different lead format.

Interesting-Action Leads
Many news stories don’t involve people who are well known but revolve
around odd actions or strange occurrences. When the “what” matters more
than the specific “who,” consider using an interesting-action lead:

A 27-year-old man told police he “never really meant to” blow up the
Main Street Kwik-E-Mart when he used a lit cigarette to kill a spider
near a running gas pump.

With a lead like that, your audience will read a few more paragraphs even
if they don’t know who the 27-year-old man is. When someone does
something interesting, rare or downright weird, you can use an interesting-
action lead to tell the story.

Event Leads
An event lead works well for meetings, speeches and news conferences.
This format will allow you to capture the theme of a speech, the key
outcome of a meeting or the big news that emerges from a news
conference.

The goal of using a lead like this is to focus on what happened, not that the
event itself occurred. If you find yourself using the phrase “held a
meeting” or “gave a speech,” go back and rework your lead. Here are a
couple examples of how this can work well or poorly:
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Meeting

Bad: The Johnsonville City Council held a meeting Tuesday to discuss
increasing overnight parking rates.

Better: Overnight parking rates in Johnsonville will double in the next
year, the city council decided Tuesday.

Speech

Bad: Sen. Jane Gowan spoke at Big State University on Tuesday about
the problems associated with student loan debt and what it will do to
students throughout the country.

Better: Student loans will lead to a debt bomb that could dwarf the
mortgage crisis unless the federal government steps in, Sen. Jane
Gowan said Tuesday during a visit to Big State University.

Second-Day Leads
You will need to give your readers fresh information each time you cover
a topic, which means finding the newest content and putting it at the top of
your story. This is where a second-day lead can help you, as it allows you
to tell people what happened now and tie it back to previous coverage on
that topic.

These leads are helpful in situations in which news continues to unfold,
such as a court case or a fundraiser. The term “second-day” is a bit of a
misnomer because you might update a story several times a day or have an
event that lasts weeks or months:

Nearly two years after the start of Toledo’s “Valentine’s Day” murder
trial, a jury took 19 minutes on Tuesday to return a guilty verdict against
suspect Sam Mank.

You can arrange the elements in your second-day lead in a variety of ways,
but the overall goal is to keep the focus on the newest information.
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Identifying Problematic Leads and Finding
Potential Fixes
In an attempt to broaden appeal and reach beyond the basics, journalists
often move past the 5W’s and 1H to create leads that feel different or
engaging. Unfortunately, in some cases the leads fail because they rely on
clichés, overgeneralizations and other similar flaws. Here are some
common problems associated with leads and some good ways to fix them:

“You” Leads
Journalistic writing uses the third-person approach to create a feeling of
neutrality for the readers. In an attempt to reach audience members on an
interpersonal level, some writers rely on a “you” lead like this one:

A good tweet has all the key elements of a solid standard news lead or
a great news headline. This tweet tells you everything you need to
know about the topic and gives you a link to the full story.

Twitter Post @FrankLoMonte

The Alpha Beta fraternity is sponsoring a blood drive Wednesday, and
you should donate a pint for the cause.

This lead falls flat for a few reasons:

1. People don’t like being told what to do and will often push back
against this approach mentally. Given the general neutrality of
traditional newswriting, a “you should” approach can feel off-putting
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to readers, even if they might otherwise be predisposed to take part in
the event.

2. Numerous reasons exist that people can’t donate blood, such as iron
deficiency, fear of needles, body size, recent surgery, recent tattooing
and health concerns. Telling people to do something they can’t do
isn’t a great idea. Even if they can physically do it, they might know
someone in another group that is hosting a blood drive that week and
decide to donate there instead. Don’t assume you know what people
should do.

3. You are taking part in advocacy, which isn’t really the job of news
reporters. When you advocate for this group, you need to consider
advocating for all groups, and that can put you in a tough spot. What
happens when the next fraternity has an event and wants a similar bit
of boosterism? What if you decide to stop covering events or if you
don’t have enough room to cover them all equally?

When you use a “you” lead, you set yourself up for a lot of headaches that
could easily be solved with a simpler lead:

The Alpha Beta fraternity is sponsoring a blood drive Wednesday, and
students interested in donating should come to the union between 9 a.m.
and 4 p.m.

This is neutral and still gets the same message across.

A question lead has a basic problem: You assume you know how
your readers will answer the question.

Twitter Post @TIME
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Question Leads
A good journalist serves as a conduit of information between sources and
audience members. The journalist should ask questions of the sources and
provide the answers to the audience members. When you decide to use a
question lead, you mix up the two pieces, and you can often create
problems for your story:

Who wouldn’t want to live in a luxury residence hall in the heart of
campus with free parking and a 24/7 food service? That’s the question a
local developer is asking of students at Northern University as he opens
his Dream Dorms project this week.

A few things make this a problem:

1. The question is a straw-man approach. You know the answer before
you give it to your readers, so it’s not really a true question. That can
be annoying to your readers. You’re practically treating them like you
treat a dog: “Who’s a good boy? Who’s a good puppy? Yes, you’re a
good dog!”

2. Maybe not every reader’s answer will be the answer you expect.
Returning students who live in their own homes probably wouldn’t
ditch their homestead to live in a dorm. Students who live at home to
save money probably wouldn’t think spending an exorbitant amount
of money for a residence hall room makes sense. In short, you don’t
want to assume you have all the answers.

Go with something that simplifies the approach and lets the source do the
hard work for you:

Dream Dorms, a luxury residence hall in the heart of campus, opens this
week and offers students at Northern University an alternative to the
college’s standard housing options, the project’s developer said.

Quote Leads
The words of world leaders, scholars and celebrities can inspire, provoke
and entertain, but they fall flat as a lead in a news story. It isn’t a crime to
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own a “quote-a-day” calendar, but it doesn’t mean you should rely on it to
fuel your writing. When reporters quote those famous people, it tends to
sound ridiculous and hyperbolic:

As Mahatma Gandhi once said, “An error does not become truth by
reason of multiplied propagation.”

That’s something the Smithville School District learned the hard way
after having to correct 2,000 standardized tests by hand once the answer
key was found to be wrong.

In the same vein, a quote from a source in the story won’t be any better at
bringing people into your story. When you start a piece with a quote lead,
it is like being dropped into the middle of someone else’s conversation:

“I love to kill. When the situation arises, and someone says, they need
me, I just grab a stick and go out there and kill it no matter what.”

That could be a confession of a homicidal maniac or a defense-minded
hockey player’s thoughts on his penalty killing skills. It’s a jarring lead,
but it’s also going to confuse your readers.

If this is going to be a news story, just tell the readers what happened and
why it matters. If it is a feature story, consider using a longer narrative lead
(see Chapter 4 for more on this) to move your readers into the piece more
deliberately.

“Many People/Some People/Everybody/Nobody”
Leads
Oddity is one of the interest elements noted earlier in the book, so focusing
on how rare something is makes sense. However, when a writer becomes
hyperbolic or overgeneralizes, the readers can feel cheated, and the leads
can seem generic. Following is an example of a “many people” lead:

Nobody thought Smithville State’s football team would break a 56-
game losing streak against the top-ranked Auburn Tigers, but the
Honeybees eked out a 14-13 win at Jordan-Hare Stadium on Saturday.
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Here are the problems with that lead:

1. It’s clearly a straw-man lead, which we discussed above. You
know the outcome of the game, so focusing on the improbability with
an “us against the world” start like this doesn’t make sense.
2. If you want to focus on the improbability in some way that makes
sense, talk to the players, coaches and fans to find anecdotes that
accurately reflect this.

Before his football team took the field against the top-ranked Auburn
Tigers, Smithville State coach Elmer St. Claire told his team that
nobody thought the Honeybees had a chance to win.

“I sat the guys down and told them, ‘Fellas, it doesn’t look too positive
out there. Even my wife called a bookie and bet against us,’” St. Claire
said.

3. Generalizations are a bad idea because you rely on vague
information. How do you really know that “nobody” or “everybody”
said, thought or felt something? Did you interview everyone,
including the entire nation of Estonia, to make sure that nobody said
that? Did you go back through the whole history of mankind to make
sure that everybody did something you are presupposing in your lead?
Probably not. Instead of doing this, use data and research to back up
your statement and more accurately reflect the rarity of this event.

In beating top-ranked Auburn 14-13 on Saturday, the Smithville State
Honeybees earned their only win over a ranked team in the 114-year
history of the school’s football program.

Thoughts From A Pro ➡ Janelle Cogan, Acting Enterprise Editor,
South Region of the Associated Press

As the acting enterprise editor for the South Region of the Associated
Press, Janelle Cogan sees a lot of quality news features, watchdog
pieces and enterprise stories each day. Even with those longer stories
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and broader topics, she said that the basics of journalism remain at the
core of her approach to content.

© Janelle Cogan

“Journalists need to ask and answer the basic questions,” she said.
“When you’re writing and reporting a story, don’t assume your
audience knows the context or background of the subject matter—it’s
such a big part of your job to provide that. Give scope, give context.”

Cogan held a number of positions at the AP, including desk editor,
weekend supervisor and morning supervisor, before she took on the
enterprise role. In this position, she works on stories that come from 13
states and Washington, D.C. Before joining the AP, she worked as a
copy desk chief, an assistant city editor, a features editor and a designer.
She said that in all of her time in media, the biggest changes have been
to the volume of news that organizations have created as well as the
speed at which it is delivered.

“No one is waiting for tomorrow’s paper to see the results of the game,
the election, the fire, the shooting,” she said. “So the way we report and
write that news has changed, too. We have to provide quick,
understandable, digestible bites of news. When we have the latest
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numbers/report/development, we need to get it out there. So we write in
a way that puts that info at the very top of the story. Especially as a
story develops, we probably aren’t writing in a terribly flowery or
‘writerly’ way. We are writing crisp, clear, basic sentences. We are
authoritative. We are transparent.”

To keep the writing focused, Cogan said that she pushes writers to
“show, don’t tell” a story, eliminate clichés and remove jargon. She said
that she pushes her writers to cut superfluous words and to tell her the
story in a clear and concise way.

“It’s better to be straight with them—conversational, even,” she said.
“How would you tell me this story if we were chatting over coffee or a
beer? That may just be the best way to start your story. A pet peeve of
mine as an editor: When you pitched me this story, we were probably
both excited about the idea—when you turn in a draft, if that excitement
and that initial nugget is gone, you need to go back.”

One Last Thing
Q: If you could tell the students reading this book anything you think is
important, what would it be?

A: “Don’t be afraid to take risks and get out of your comfort zone; you
must try new things and expand your skills and horizon! In terms of
being a journalist, this means: You aren’t just a writer. You aren’t just a
photographer. You aren’t just a VJ. You’re a journalist. The format will
change, and you should try all you can: write, take photos and video on
your iPhone, create and post interesting tweets, produce an interactive,
edit your colleagues’ work. It’s all important.”

The Inverted Pyramid: Ordering Information
After the Lead
The inverted pyramid remains the standard of the field when it comes to
journalistic writing. Although people often divert from this writing
approach once they become more experienced, it remains one of the
primary ways to effectively communicate important news content.

This writing approach forces you to make choices in the ordering of your
facts based on descending order of importance. You have to figure out
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what would matter most to your readers and give them the information in
that order.

Here are some things you need to do as you build your way to the bottom
of your story:

Fig. 3.3 Visual Diagram of Inverted Pyramid

Determine the Value of Your Information
During your reporting process, you collected a series of facts, anecdotes,
quotes and other information that will help you create your story. Some of
these pieces of information will be more or less valuable to your readers,
so you need to organize those items accordingly.

The inverted pyramid dictates that more important items should go higher
in the story. Thus, the cost of an after-school program for disadvantaged
children will likely go higher in the story than what one volunteer for the
program thinks about it.
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Some choices will be easy, while others will require you to nitpick at your
notes for a while. Whatever choices you make, you should justify them to
yourself and your editor. Even if your editor doesn’t agree entirely with
your order, that person will likely listen to you if you can justify your
decisions.

Support the Lead
The lead should serve as a guide for you as you write the body of the story.
Every sentence should contain a bit of information that in some way
advances and supports that initial sentence. As you move deeper into the
piece, look back at the lead to make sure it reflects what you wrote in the
body. If you fail to do this, you can find yourself wandering off on a
tangent and taking your readers to an unsupported conclusion.

Let’s say you are writing about a city council meeting, and your lead deals
with the creation of a historic district to protect older homes in the Third
Ward. As you work through the story, you might use a quote from one city
council member who objected to the plan. To help clarify the accuracy of
that objection, you might use information from a second council member
who explains that this person is just bitter because a similar plan in his
ward failed last year. Then you decide to let the first council member
defend himself, but that leads to an attack on a third city council member.
Suddenly, you see your story moving from “the council created a historical
district” to “council members engage in bitter sparring match.”

You could decide that both of these issues matter to your readers, so this
isn’t to say that one has more merit than the other. However, you chose to
lead with the historical district, so you can’t abandon that issue in the
middle of the story and detour into this fight. You can go back to the point
where you veered into the argument and rewrite the body to better support
the lead or go back to the lead and rework everything from the lead down
to reflect the fight.

Use Small Chunks
When you write in long blocks of type, you can intimidate your readers
and make it more difficult for them to engage in the material. To make it
easier on them and give them a fighting chance to read your whole piece,
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you want to break up your paragraphs into small chunks.

When you are writing paraphrase, background or other similar chunks of
text, stick to one sentence per paragraph. If you need two sentences in a
paragraph, that can work too, but try to keep things simple and small.
Direct quotes, which we will discuss a little later in the chapter, should be
their own paragraphs and attributed to the sources.

In the case of online writing, the paragraphs usually have an extra return
between them, thus providing clear demarcations for the chunks. In print
publications, indents can be useful for providing “footholds” for the
readers’ eyes, somewhat similar to what the nubby protrusions of a
climbing wall do for your feet and hands. The more of these little
footholds you provide, the easier it is for the users in both cases.

Know When to Stop
You will gather far more information than you can use for many of the
stories upon which you report. This means you will need to make choices
as to what goes into your stories and what gets left behind. The better you
get at making these decisions, the stronger your writing will be and the
more succinct your stories will be.

Journalists occasionally become fixated on their own reporting to the
detriment of the writing. The term for this problem is “notebook
emptying,” which denotes the idea of a journalist shaking every fact out of
a notebook directly into a story. When you feel you are writing more but
actually saying less, you should end your story and move on to your next
piece.

Quotes: Letting your Sources Tell the Story
The purpose of a quote is to give your readers the opportunity to hear
directly from a source. You will almost always need to rely on sources and
quotes to drive your stories, so you need to understand the various types of
quotes and when you should use them. A good way to remember these
elements is the mnemonic “DIP:” direct, indirect, partial.
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Direct Quotes
When people hear the word “quote,” they tend to think of this approach to
using source material. A direct quote is a word-for-word statement taken
from a source and placed into your story. The goal is to accurately reflect
the exact verbiage of that person and place it in between a set of quote
marks. It is these marks that indicate the start and closing of a direct quote.
(A discussion of fixing quotes is included later in the chapter.)

Helpful Hints ➡ The 5-Minute AP Style Guide

The Associated Press Stylebook serves as the “bible” (not Bible, per
AP) for media-writing style. The goal in adhering to the stylebook is to
create consistency both within a media outlet and among similar media
outlets.

Trying to memorize this whole book can feel like catching sand in a
pasta strainer: No matter how hard you try, you never catch it all. Even
worse, AP tends to change style on some items from year to year, such
as its recent decision to allow “they” in some cases as a gender-neutral
singular pronoun. For a beginning journalist, the goal of learning AP
style shouldn’t be to memorize every change or item in the book, but
rather to learn the kinds of things that are in the book so you know what
to look up.

To help get students used to style, Fred Vultee, an associate professor at
Wayne State University who spent more than 25 years as an editor for
newspapers, offers his students some quick maxims that account for the
majority of the style guide. Here is his “5-minute style guide,” reprinted
with permission:

The Five-Minute Stylebook

10 Percent of the Rules Cover 90 Percent of
Style Questions

People
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Capitalize formal titles when they appear before names (The message
was sent to President Vladimir Putin).

Lowercase titles when they follow a name or stand alone (Bashar
Assad, the Syrian president, fired his foreign minister).

Lowercase occupational or descriptive titles before or after a name (The
article was written by columnist Joe Bob Briggs).

Refer to adults by given name and family name the first time they
appear in a news story (Michelle Obama) and by family name only on
later references (Obama).

Children 17 or younger are usually referred to by both names on first
reference and given name only on later references. Children in “adult
situations”—common examples are international sports and serious
crimes in which they are charged as adults—are referred to by family
name only on later references.

To avoid confusing two people with the same family name, such as
husband and wife or mother and son, use both names on later
references. A story mentioning Joe Biden and Jill Biden should usually
refer to them as Joe Biden and Jill Biden even after they are introduced
if there’s any chance of confusion. Sometimes a title can be repeated to
make the distinction (Joe Biden could be “Vice President Biden” or
“the vice president” on later references; Jill Biden could be “Dr.
Biden”). Only rarely, in some feature stories, will you want to refer to
adults by given name on later references.

Do not use courtesy titles (Mr., Mrs., Ms.) in news reports except in
direct quotes.

Abbreviate military and police titles before names according to a
standard reference list such as the one in the AP Stylebook. Don’t
abbreviate titles when they stand alone or follow a name (Gen. Douglas
MacArthur, the general). Exceptions are allowed for widely used
initialisms (The fugitive CEO was captured at dawn).

Places

Most stylebooks will have a list of cities that are assumed to be
understood without having the name of the state (Boston, New York,
Los Angeles) or country (New York, London, Cairo) attached. Follow
those guidelines with the usual exceptions for common sense if needed
(Books that are popular in London, Ontario, might not be popular in
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London, England).

Do not abbreviate the names of U.S. states except:

1. In datelines, credit lines, or short forms of party ID: Debbie
Stabenow, D-Mich.

2. In those cases, abbreviate state names of six or more letters only.
(NOTE: the two noncontiguous states, Alaska and Hawaii, are
never abbreviated.)

Do not abbreviate such designations as “street” when they stand alone.
Only three of these are abbreviated—“street,” “avenue” and
“boulevard”—and they are only abbreviated when they appear with a
numbered address. Do not abbreviate “south” or “north” indicating a
part of a road unless it appears with an address (South Eighth Street;
221 S. Eighth St.; 221 Abbey Road).

Things

Capitalize proper nouns; lowercase common nouns.

Capitalize trademarks (I drank a Pepsi) or use a common noun as a
substitute (I drank a soft drink).

Use abbreviations on first reference only if they are widely known
(CIA agents helped overthrow the prime minister of Iran). Otherwise
spell out the names of agencies on first reference (The U.S. Agency for
International Development; USAID). If an abbreviation would be
confusing, use a common-noun substitute (the State Law and Order
Restoration Council; the council or the junta) on later references.
When in doubt, err on the side of clarity. Abbreviations are not as
familiar as you think they are.

Generally, don’t abbreviate units of measure (pounds, miles, hours,
etc.).

Capitalize shortened versions of proper names: the Michigan
Department of Transportation, the Transportation Department, the
Department of Transportation.

Time

Use only the day of the week for events within a week of publication
(The summit ended Saturday. Negotiators will meet Thursday). Use
“last” or “next” only if needed for clarity (The summit ended Friday,
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and the negotiators will meet again next Friday).

Never abbreviate days of the week. Use “today” to refer to the day of
publication only. Do not use “yesterday” or “tomorrow” except in direct
quotes.

Use month and day to refer to events happening a week or more before
or after publication. Use cardinal numbers, not ordinal numbers, for
dates (The summit began July 11. The seminar will be held March 3).

Don’t use the year unless the event is more than a year before or after
publication (He died March 17, 2007; the tax will take effect Jan. 1,
2025).

Do not abbreviate a month unless it’s followed by a date (January;
Jan. 1). Do not abbreviate months of less than six letters (March;
March 12, 1998).

Use lowercase “a.m.” and “p.m.” to indicate morning, afternoon and
night. Use “noon” and “midnight” rather than the unclear “12 a.m.” or
the redundant “12 noon.” Always use figures for time, in this form: 8
a.m., 10:30 p.m., 1:45 a.m.

Unless you need to emphasize one element over the others, generally
follow time-date-place order: Trials of collaborators will begin at 2
p.m. April 14 in New York.

Numbers

The basic rule: Spell out numbers under 10. Use figures for 10 and
above.

The main exceptions: Spell out any number, except a year, that begins
a sentence (Twelve students attended. 1999 was an important year).

Use figures for dates, weights, ages, times, addresses and
percentages.

For most numbers of a million or more, use this form, rounded off to no
more than two decimal places: 1.45 million, the $18.1 billion budget.
If the exact number is important, write it out: He received 1,253,667
votes to 988,401 for his opponent.

Spell out numbers used as figures of speech (Thanks a million).
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Spell out fractions when they stand alone (use one-half cup of flour).
Otherwise write them as mixed fractions (1½ cups of flour) or decimals
(1.5 liters of water).

Generally, use a 0 to precede a decimal smaller than zero (0.75
kilograms).

Convert metric measurements to English ones.

When to use a direct quote:

When a source gives you something beyond the facts: In many
cases, you will need to rely on sources for information you can’t get
elsewhere. A city council agenda can tell you what items will come
up for vote, and a set of minutes can tell you who voted for or against
a plan. A source, on the other hand, can tell you why he or she thinks
the item was put on the agenda or how bad that particular plan will be
for the city.

Sometimes a quote says everything you wanted to say and
occasionally does so better than you could.

Twitter Post @jennafduncan

The information is often a personal opinion, so you want to let people
know in that word-for-word style what the city council representative
thought and why he or she felt that way:

The Warrenville City Council voted 5-4 Tuesday in favor of an
ordinance to sell naming rights for city parks, despite allegations of
financial malfeasance.

“If this plan goes as promised, it’s a clear case of political pocket-
lining,” Fifth Ward Alderman Carl James said. “The only reason this
thing should pass is if the council values its own finances over those of
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its constituents.”

When a source says something in an interesting fashion: Quotes in
news stories work like spices in cooking: They add a dash of flavor to
the main course. Colorful quotes, artful anecdotes and interesting
insights can give your readers a sense of who a person is or how they
view the world:

Bill Jones, the owner of Big Oak Lodge, said several contractors have
tried to buy his land over the past few years, but he has refused to sell to
people who don’t have an attachment to the natural beauty of the area.

“This guy from the big city comes up here to try to buy me out,” he
said. “So, I ask him to look at the tree in front of the cabin and tell me
what it was. He stutters and tells me, ‘Uh . . . That’s a tree made of
wood, sir.’ What an idiot.”

Indirect Quotes
In some cases, people say important things, but they don’t say them
particularly well. When that happens, you don’t want to use a direct quote,
but instead you want to rewrite their exact words into an indirect quote.
This form of quoting, sometimes called paraphrase, allows you to capture
the intended meaning of a source in a better way. Indirect quotes often
improve a story when what a person said matters, but how they said it falls
flat. Consider an exchange between an attorney and an uncooperative
witness at a murder-for-hire trial:

Attorney: Mr. LaMack, are you an associate of the defendant, Johnny
James?

LaMack: Yeah.

Attorney: Did he ask you to kill Jane Smith?

LaMack: Yeah.

Attorney: And did you kill her?

LaMack: Yeah.
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Attorney: And why did you kill her, sir?

LaMack: Johnny asked. Said she would tell his wife they were sleeping
together.

Attorney: What did you receive for doing this for Mr. James?

LaMack: Five grand cash and a pair of playoff tickets. I love the
Knicks.

As important as that information is to a story, you won’t get very far with a
lot of direct “yeah” quotes. Thus, you want to condense the material into
some indirect quotes and create a paragraph or two of paraphrase:

The life of Jane Smith was worth $5,000 and a pair of basketball tickets,
her killer said Monday.

Convicted murderer Carl LaMack testified that he killed Smith at the
request of his associate Johnny James, saying James had an affair with
Smith and feared it would become public.

James stands accused of hatching a murder-for-hire plot with LaMack,
who was found guilty of the murder last month.

In this case, you are able to write up what happened, relying on the core
elements of the testimony and avoiding the problems associated with weak
direct quotes. You can also use indirect quotes or paraphrase to sum up
basic factual information, like you see in the final paragraph of the
example.

Partial Quotes
When you have a few good words or a key phrase that can really provide a
sense of value, a partial quote can give you the opportunity to present it
to your readers. Consider this example:

The father of a sixth-grader who made a phony bomb threat to avoid
taking a math test called his son’s actions “harmless fun” and argued the
boy should not be suspended.
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In this case, you can get a sense of how the father feels about the boy’s
actions: He’s not taking them seriously. The father might have said a
longer sentence with more information, but pulling the words “harmless
fun” out as a partial quote provides you with the ability to set up the words
better and convey more meaning.

Use partial quotes sparingly, because too many of them can lead your
readers to believe one of two bad things about your work:

1. My source is such a bad speaker that he can only utter two-word
fragments of useful information before wandering off in his answers.

2. I’m such a bad reporter that I can only grab two or three words of
what this person had to say for a direct quote.

However, when partial quotes have the ability to add flavor and punch to
your piece, use them:

Sen. Paul Peterson struck back at his opponent Wednesday, calling Jerry
Jackson “a fat, brainless twerp” who wouldn’t be fit for election to the
position of “the village idiot’s dumber cousin.”

Attributing Your Information
The ability to cite a source matters a great deal in all forms of writing. In
your other courses, you likely wrote papers that required footnotes,
endnotes or a bibliography. The purpose was to demonstrate where you got
your ideas and thus allow the readers to determine the value they want to
place on each statement. Attributions provide a similar value to
journalistic writing, as they tell your readers who gave you the information
in the story. The preferred verb of attribution in this type of writing is
“said.” It is easy to prove that someone said something, even if you can’t
truly determine what someone thinks, feels or believes. “Said” is also
nonjudgmental, which helps you remain neutral in your reporting.

You can place the attribution at the front of a quote when someone
important is speaking and you want to emphasize the “fame” information
element:
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President Donald J. Trump said, “This country needs to do far more to
increase employment here at home for our able-bodied men and
women.”

If the quote matters more than the person who said it, you can put the
attribution at the end of the quote:

“The superintendent of our school district is so stupid, he couldn’t find
his fanny with a Google map,” district teacher Wilma Batterman said.

When you have a multiple-sentence quote, put the attribution after the first
full sentence of the quote. This approach will give your readers a chance to
figure out who said the quote and thus determine how much credence they
want to give it before moving on:

“Senator Smithers is a corrupt and evil politician,” senate challenger
Winston Featherstone said. “He never met a bribe or a kickback he
didn’t like.”

As simple as they seem, attributions can lead to conflict between writers
and editors. Word choices, placement and more can cause arguments as
grammar rules run into issues of clarity and readability. Consider the
following issues when you look at your attributions:

Consider This ➡The Cases for and Against Fixing Quotes

Journalists often wrestle with the accuracy of direct quotes and the
degree to which they should clean the quotes up. In the eyes of the
purists, what sits between the quote marks is sacred and should be an
untouched, word-for-word recounting of what the person said. For the
pragmatists, cleaning quotes isn’t a moral issue, but one of practicality:
If you clean up the quote, you can make it easier for your readers to
understand your source.

Your newsroom will likely have rules determining the degree to which
you can tweak a quote, and those rules will determine what you do
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while you work there. That said, consider these issues when deciding if
changing a quote makes sense:

Clarity: Your goal is to make a story clear and valuable to your
audience. If you pick a quote that your readers could misinterpret, some
journalists would argue that it makes sense to tweak the quote. Other
journalists would say that you should find a different quote, even if it’s
not as good of a quote as the one you want to tweak. Either way, clarity
should be on your mind when you review your quotes.

Fairness: With increased globalization of business, communications
and sports, you may need to interview people for whom English is not
their first language. In other cases, you will interview people who are
victims of crimes and natural disasters, both of which can affect people
across the educational and socioeconomic spectrum. If people in these
types of situations speak poorly, your readers can place less value on
what they have to say. Consider the issue of fairness and bias when you
look at how direct quotes can lead to problems in your stories. You
should also make sure you aren’t drastically altering reality in your
rewording within a quote.

Digital media: The presence of small, inexpensive recording devices,
including digital audio recorders and apps for smartphones, has made it
possible for everyone to easily capture quotes in a word-for-word
format. Journalists can replay a quote a number of times to ensure
quality and accuracy. However, journalists who write copy that changes
quotes can face increased scrutiny when their quotes don’t match up
with the audio files posted by their competitors. If you clean up a
mangled quote and another journalist decides to run the video or audio
of that mangled quote, you can lose credibility in the eyes of your
audience members.

Meaning: When you change a direct quote, you are playing God with
the words and thoughts of a source. This means you substitute your best
judgment for what the person actually said. This can be risky if you
inadvertently change the intended meaning of the quote. Accuracy
remains the foundation of journalism, so you need to make sure you get
things right, especially if you start tweaking quotes.

Verbs
The preferred verb of attribution is “said,” as noted earlier, because of its
neutrality and simplicity. Some people would counter that the constant use

113



of “said” is boring and repetitive. In a few key spots, certain words can
replace “said” and keep both sides of this argument happy. Here are some
examples:

Testified: When a source offers statements during a trial or other
legal proceeding, “testified” can work as a verb of attribution.

James testified he couldn’t see the face of the robber who attacked him.

Stated: This works as a written version of “said.” People say things,
and documents state them.

The contract stated no one would be allowed to photograph or record
the CEO’s speech.

Announced: Consider this an alternative to “said” for formal
proclamations.

Sen. Rick Rothschild announced Tuesday he would not run for a fifth
term.

Asked: This works as an inquisitive version of “said.” If someone is
posing a question, “asked” is perfectly fine.

“Even though six people saw you aim a gun at Mr. Jones, you want this
jury to believe you did not intend to kill him?” Attorney Willie Sharpe
asked the defendant.

According to: This one is a bit risky because it can denote a sense
that the statement is doubtful. Even so, many news organizations
allow it in small doses.

According to the latest CNN poll, Sen. Bill Jones trails challenger
Arman Goode by 23 points.

If you go beyond these exceptions, you run a risk of inserting your own
opinion into a piece. Attribution verbs like “yelled” or “laughed” can seem
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appropriate, but you are adding interpretation to those quotes when you do
this. You don’t want a source to come back to you and say, “I don’t know
why you think I was joking because I’m actually really disgusted by that
situation.”

Writers and editors often work together and apply the tenets of the
publication’s style guide to determine how far out on a limb they want to
go with attributions other than “said.”

Structure
In what usually amounts to a two-word sentence, the issue of word order
doesn’t seem like a big deal. However, grammarians would argue that
preferred sentence structure dictates a noun-verb approach: “Smith said”
or “he said.”

Editors and writers often note that the flow and structure of a piece should
determine the order of everything, including attributions, which makes
verb-noun structure acceptable: “said Mick Fastback, who set a record in
the 100-meter dash last year.”

Each argument makes sense in certain circumstances. You wouldn’t put
verbs in front of nouns in most other sentences: “Walked I to the store.” Or
“Voted he did for Eisenhower.” Doing this makes you sound like Yoda
from “Star Wars.” On the other hand, when flow and clarity dictate some
grammatical rule bending, you shouldn’t be tied to stuffy rules. Think
about reporting on a fight at a bar. One participant might yell at the other,
“Do you know who you’re messing with?” It would be quite odd for that
person to put aside rage for a moment and focus on grammar: “Do you
know with whom you are messing?” Keep both angles in mind, although
when possible, you should write in a way that reflects correct grammar.

Repetition
When you write “said” in every paragraph, it can feel ridiculous and
annoying. Some writers will argue that attributing every sentence in a story
will limit the liability of the writer and clarify sources for the readers.
Writers who don’t like attributions will argue that readers can mentally
“carry” an attribution forward a few paragraphs, as long as the source
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hasn’t changed.

Neither side is absolutely right or wrong, so apply common sense and
newsroom rules when you write. You should also consult with your editor
before making a final decision on your approach to attributions.

The Big Three

Here are the three key things you should take away from this chapter:

1. Use reader-centric structure: When you are working on your
stories, focus on what you need to do to get the readers the most
important information first. You should include the core of
everything that matters in the lead and write the remainder of the
story in descending order of importance. Avoid chronological
structure and instead build your piece based on the value of each
fact you gathered.

2. Rely on sources: Find unique information and information that is
uniquely said to use in direct quotes. When your sources give you
important information that lacks the punch of direct quotes,
paraphrase that material. In both cases, you need to attribute this
information to your sources. This gives you the ability to provide
information while still remaining unbiased in your storytelling.

3. Practice, practice, practice: This form of storytelling isn’t easy,
because it moves away from the approach you are used to
(chronological format) to something based on importance (the
inverted pyramid). The only way you get better at this is to work
in this format again and again until you feel comfortable in your
approach to it.

Key Terms
5W’s and 1H 37
attribution 51
direct quotes 46
event lead 39
indirect quotes 49
interesting-action lead 39
inverted pyramid 35
lead 37
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“many people” lead 43
name-recognition lead 39
paraphrase 49
partial quotes 50
press release 36
question lead 41
quote lead 42
said 51
second-day lead 40
straw man 43
summary lead 38
“you” lead 40

Discussion Questions
1. Of the five interest elements outlined in Chapter 1 (fame, oddity,

conflict, impact, immediacy), which one do you feel is most
compelling when you choose what you want to read? How about when
you are writing for other people?

2. AP editor Janelle Cogan stated that good journalistic writing isn’t
flowery or fluffy but rather filled with “crisp, clear, basic sentences.”
To what degree do you agree or disagree with this as being the best
approach for news stories? What types of writing draw you in the most
and how much do they match Cogan’s view of what journalistic writing
should be?

3. The chapter outlined several reasons to fix or not fix direct quotes. Do
you think journalists have an obligation to clean up and fix quotes?
Why or why not? Of the reasons listed in the chapter (clarity, fairness,
digital media, meaning), which one do you feel most directly supports
your position? Which one is least supportive?

Write now!

1. Select a poorly written news story from a local publication or area
website and boil its lead down to a noun, a verb and an object. A
sports story could be something like, “U.S. defeated Brazil,” while
a news story could be “Fire destroys store.” Then, build a new
lead from that core, incorporating the remaining W’s and H as you
see fit. After you rewrite the lead, write a short essay that explains
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what you thought was wrong with the previous lead and why you
think your version is better.

2. Review how the chapter defines name-recognition leads and
interesting-action leads. Then find two stories, one for each of
these formats. Write a few paragraphs to explain if you think the
approach the writer took was the correct one for each of the
stories. Next, rewrite each of the leads in the other format. Finally,
write a few paragraphs that explain under which circumstance you
think your new lead would be appropriate. For example, a story in
a local paper might use the mayor’s full name in the lead for a
story about his spending the entire city budget on lottery scratch-
offs. This would make sense because the people in the town know
him. However, a national paper, covering the oddity of the event,
would likely focus on the action and withhold the mayor’s name
until the second or third paragraph.

3. Find a story that uses one of the problematic leads listed in the
chapter (“you” leads, question leads, quote leads, “many people . .
. ” leads). Rewrite it to remove the problematic element and better
emphasize the most valuable elements of the story. Then, write a
few paragraphs that explain what was wrong with the original lead
and why you think your lead improved upon it.

4. Find one of your favorite fairy tales or children’s stories and write
a standard news lead for it, incorporating the most important
interest elements and relying on the 5W’s and 1H. For example,
“A 12-year-old girl returned to her Kansas home Sunday after
vanquishing a witch, visiting a wizard and helping several
residents of Oz gain personal benefits, including a brain and a
heart.”

5. Below is the information for a fire that was outlined in your text.
Rewrite this into a four-paragraph brief, using the inverted
pyramid as your guide. Remember to focus on putting the most
important information (usually some or all of the 5W’s and 1H)
up high while ordering the other facts in descending order of
importance.

Jacksonville firefighters responded to a fire Tuesday around
5 p.m., after a call came in to the 911 dispatch center.

Ladder Truck 11, Pumper 32 and Chief’s Car 2 arrived at
5:11 p.m. to find smoke coming from underneath the eaves
of the three-bedroom, one-bath home at 411 S. Cherry St.

Firefighters were able to contain the blaze to approximately
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half of the home, while the remainder sustained heat, smoke
and water damage.

Homeowner Jim Smith was seriously injured in the fire and
was transported to a nearby medical facility, where he is
listed in critical condition. His wife, Suzy, and his daughter
Jane were unharmed.

After the fire was extinguished, assessors stated the home
received approximately $90,000 in damage. Investigative
Service Agents determined the cause of the fire was a leaky
gas stove that exploded when Mr. Smith lit a cigarette
nearby.

6. Find a press release online and rewrite it into a four-paragraph
inverted-pyramid story for a local audience. Make sure you
properly attribute the information in the release to either the
company, the release or any individually identified spokesperson.

Visit edge.sagepub.com/filaknews to help you accomplish your
coursework goals in an easy-to-use learning environment.
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4 Expanded News Writing

Justin Sullivan/Getty Images
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Learning Objectives
After completing this chapter you should be able to:

Understand how to structure stories in an expanded inverted-pyramid
format as well as in other expansive writing approaches.
Compare and contrast the elements of the inverted pyramid with those
in narrative writing and nonlinear storytelling.
Understand and be able to construct a narrative opening and a nut
graph.
Use secondary senses, like feel and smell, to augment your storytelling
approach.

Thinking Ahead: Learning To Break The Rules Of Writing

Journalistic writing, especially the kind that makes for newspaper-style
journalism, is a hard thing to get a handle on for many writers. It takes
all of the rules we know about writing and changes them into a series of
seemingly contradictory concepts regarding storytelling. Once you
manage to dominate the basics, outlined in Chapter 3, things change
even more, as some of the “rules” to which you grew accustomed get
shifted, bent or otherwise reshaped.

These changes are reminiscent of learning to drive. In your first year or
so as a new driver, the driver’s education teacher likely had you putting
your hands at the “10 o’clock and 2 o’clock” positions on the steering
wheel. You learned how to look “left-right-left” before making a turn
and how to check your various mirrors in a specific sequence before
backing up. You kept a firm handle on your rate of speed at all times
and used the “hand over hand” approach to make left and right turns.

Once you became a more experienced driver, you likely kept your
hands in different areas based on your own sense of feel. You learned
how to give a quick look into a mirror to judge the distance between
you and a following car. You got better at finding the various switches
around your dash. In short, you learned how to do the work more
naturally, and you improved your overall flow. That said, if you broke
too many rules or did things carelessly, you put yourself at risk for
creating a disaster. Thus, you needed to know where those danger zones
were and how best to keep yourself out of trouble.
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This chapter will explain various formats of newspaper-style writing,
many of which translate to other platforms, including magazines and
digital media. The underlying aspects of these writing formats will help
you better engage your readers and help them find value in your work.
In the end, the goal of this chapter is to help you learn the basics of
these writing formats and when it is best to use them so you can tell the
best stories possible.

Expanding The Inverted Pyramid
The primary problem with a pure inverted-pyramid structure is that it can
lack flow and cause a rough read. Thus, most writers who use this format
will adapt it to fit the needs of their work while still adhering to the basic
tenets of the structure. Here is kind of an “expanded” format of the
inverted pyramid and how it works for news writing:

Fig. 4.1 Expanded Inverted Pyramid
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Lead
The standard lead is discussed at length in Chapter 3, but it’s worth a brief
review here. Focus on the FOCII interest elements (fame, oddity, conflict,
immediacy and impact) as you outline exactly what you think your readers
want to know most. Include as many of the 5W’s and 1H as you think will
fit and will help your readers get a clear picture of the story to come.

Bridge: Moving From A to C
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A bridge paragraph serves in the same way a physical bridge works in real
life: It spans a gap and allows you to move seamlessly from one side of the
gap to the other. Bridges in news stories usually come in a few forms:

Lead-cleanup bridge: In the case of interesting-action leads, most
bridges add a more specific “who” to the mix, naming the person who
did the action. In the other three lead types, the bridge can be used to
fill in any of the 5W’s and 1H that didn’t get covered in the lead.
Quote bridge: When you cover a meeting, speech or news
conference, a quote bridge often works well to engage the readers by
using a source’s own words to clarify the theme. In addition, a quote
bridge can solidify the lead and reinforce the key aspects of it.
Advance-the-story bridge: If you don’t have a great quote or a key
element that was missing from the lead, you can always follow the
inverted-pyramid structure and use the second paragraph to get
people deeper into the story. Whatever you think is the second most
important thing can go here, and it will move readers from the lead
into the body of the story.

Background
Before you get too deep into the story, you want to make sure all of your
readers have the same frame of reference. This is where a couple
paragraphs of background will be helpful. After the bridge, you can add
anywhere from one to four sentences of background to help fill in your
readers. Usually, two sentences can nail it down for them, but if you have
a particularly difficult or involved topic, you can use three or four
sentences. Any more than that will end up turning your work into a history
paper instead of a news story.

Basic Body Elements
You can build the remainder of your story’s body with indirect quotes
(paraphrases) and direct quotes from your sources. These items work best
in matched pairs, with the paraphrase introducing the quote and the quote
augmenting the material in the paraphrase.

News stories need shape and structure, in the same way that animated
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films need to be planned for, scene by scene, before the work can
begin.

Earl Theisen Collection/Getty Images

One good way to think about how they work together is to think about a
diamond engagement ring: The paraphrase is the setting, which provides
the foundation for what is happening in the pairing. It isn’t as shiny or
pretty as the diamond, but without it, you wouldn’t have much to show off.
The direct quote is like the diamond: It’s the glittering element that has
vibrancy and draws the most attention. However, without the setting, you
would have no way to show it to other people. By working together,
paraphrases and quotes do the same thing as they create a valuable pairing
that helps bring stability and vibrancy to your story.

Looking to End the Story
One of the worst experiences a reader can have is to reach the end of a
story and feel that the story hasn’t ended. To help your readers gain a
sense of finality and closure, consider ending the story in one of these
ways:

A closing quote: Some quotes carry with them the sense of finality
that signals to your readers that the story is done. If you wrote a story
about a girl who was born with a heart defect and had just undergone
risky surgery, you know you don’t have the end of the story.
However, a quote can help bring a sense of completion to the story:

“We’re glad she made it through,” her mother said. “Everything from
here on out is taking life day by day.”
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That kind of quote brings a sense that you have reached a junction point in
the story that allows the reader to feel somewhat satisfied.

A wrap-up paragraph: Not every story lends itself to passionate or
compelling quotes. However, every story has to end, so you can look
for a way to close off the story with a simple statement of fact. You
don’t want to have a paragraph where you summarize everything you
just said or, worse yet, give your opinion on the issue. A story can
end with a simple note:

The city council will vote on the matter May 3.

All money raised at the fair will benefit the “Save the Children” fund.

The governor’s next statewide listening session will be next month.

As long as you can bring a sense of finality to the story, your readers will
feel content and be able to move on with life.

Thoughts From A Pro ➡ Tony Rehagen, Freelance Writer and
Contributing Editor, St. Louis Magazine

Tony Rehagen is currently a freelance writer for magazines and online
publications as well as serving as a contributing editor to St. Louis
Magazine. He spent 10 years as a writer and an editor for city
magazines, including Indianapolis Monthly and Atlanta. He was named
a five-time finalist for the City Regional Magazine Association’s Writer
of the Year award, and his work has been included in the book “Next
Wave: America’s New Generation of Great Literary Journalists.”
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© Tony Rehagen

Even with all of these jobs and accolades, Rehagen said that some of his
most valuable experiences came from his time as a reporter in a small
Missouri town.

“It taught me how to get my hands dirty, to sift through public records,
to not just take public officials (or anyone) at face value,” he said. “On
beats like that, you also learn how to cultivate relationships with
sources, how to have off-the-record conversations that lead to key on-
the-record information, and how to be mindful of people when you
write about them.”

As a narrative and literary journalist, Rehagen said he has to spend a lot
of time with his subjects to really get a complete picture of them.

“I try to spend as much time as possible with the sources,” he said.
“And there are different types of time spent. First, there’s the sit-down
interview, which is important. Since I typically have months to do a
story, I try to break that up over several interviews, if possible, catching
people on different days. Then there’s shadowing time—observing the
subject doing something, hopefully something offering insight to their
character or what they do. In those instances, you try to spend so much
time that they forget you’re there and then you get a candid glimpse.”

A big part of crafting a strong narrative and a deep story is having
“command of the character,” so that he can tell how a source acts in any
given situation and to what degree that behavior is in the nature of that
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source, he said.

Another aspect of writing like this is to understand that rules exist for
the benefit of the writers, he said. Even though he knows he has more
freedom as a writer, he said he doesn’t believe in breaking rules for the
sake of doing so.

“Well, first of all, you sort of have to earn the right to break a rule,” he
said. “If you want to lead with a quote, it had better be a damn good
quote. If you want to bury the nut or (gasp) not have a nut graph at all,
you had better have complete command of your story and have
structured the hell out of it. That takes skill that even veterans don’t
possess on every piece.”

At the core of each choice he makes, Rehagen said, is the way his
choices influence and affect his readers.

“One thing I hate about this otherwise glorious renaissance of narrative
writing is that somehow story length has become a goal,” he said. “The
word ‘longform’ is some sort of badge that justifies every piece being
6,000 or 10,000 words. Please. I’d argue that most stories can be told in
3,000 words or fewer. . . . If a reader is going to commit the time and
attention to sit down with a long piece of journalism, don’t waste their
investment. Give each story only the scope that it deserves.”

One Last Thing
Q: If you could tell the students reading this book anything you think is
important, what would it be?

A: “I have a piece of unpopular advice I give to some young writers:
Read the comments. Granted, I don’t get as many comments on my
stories as some. And yes, nine out of every 10 comments are garbage, at
best. But my point is, as journalists, we don’t work in a vacuum. You
can’t just create something that, hopefully, sheds light on or makes a
statement about the human condition, throw it out into the world and
hide. I believe you have a responsibility to the readers to own up to
your work.”

Writing With A Narrative Feel
One of the biggest mistakes beginning writers make is to assume that
narrative writing is easier than following the rigid rules of the inverted
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pyramid. This mistake is common, because the writers think they can
slather on adjectives and describe scenes in more detail than a “Game of
Thrones” novel. This doesn’t work, because you still need the interest
elements and core values of journalism at the center of the narrative
writing. Perhaps a good way to understand this is to think about a birthday
present: No matter how beautiful the wrapping is or how ornate the
ribbons are, if there’s nothing inside, it’s going to be a disappointment.
Once people get past the pretty outside elements, it’s what is inside that
counts.

A descriptive opening, like the one in the movie “Up” can help
establish the overall tone and feel of your piece.

Photofest/Buena Vista Pictures

Below are some basic elements of narrative writing that can both help you
engage your readers and give them some value for their time:

Use a Descriptive Opening
A narrative approach requires you to find a way to put your readers into
the middle of the story you are telling. In most cases, a descriptive opening
can help you do this. One of the best forms of descriptive openings is a
scene setter, where you establish what is happening in your story, what
the environment looks like and how people should feel during your piece
of writing. If you want people to feel like they are in a warm, safe
environment or a dark, foreboding death trap, you can use a description to
set the scene.

Think about this approach like the opening minute of a play: The curtain
pulls back, the lights come on and then there is a moment or two before the
actors begin their dialogue. The purpose of this is to allow you to soak in
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the environment, examine the set and see the characters before they begin
their scene. You can use your first few paragraphs to do this kind of thing
for your readers. Consider this example:

Jimmie Williams sits in the passenger seat of the county-owned Ford
pickup truck, craning his head out the window in search of his quarry.
The wind pulls his graying mullet back and flaps at his cheeks, giving
him the appearance of a golden retriever enjoying a summer car ride.

As the driver pushes the beat-up F-250 along Highway 21 in Wabano
County, Williams’ head twitches in sharp, short turns like those of the
hawks and owls that frequently hunt along this wooded stretch of road.

Finally, his eyes lock on the target.

“There!” he shouts over the road noise and the sounds of Johnny Cash
tunes trickling from the truck’s cassette player. “Right there, about 20
yards up on the right.”

Before the truck can even stop, Williams swings out of the cab with
triumphant enthusiasm. He grabs a square, flat-head shovel out of the
rack attached to the pickup’s bed and hustles his beefy frame toward the
mound of fur and flies on the side of the highway.

“Sucker’s about 15 pounds,” he says as the shovel slides under the
remains of a too-slow raccoon. “Big one for this time of year.” Williams
hoists his prize from the gravelly ground and heads back to the truck,
where he flips it onto a growing pile of squirrels, possums and deer.

He holsters the shovel into the rack and hops back inside, slamming the
dented red door that reads “Wabano County Road Kill Patrol.”

This opening puts you in a place and a mindset: An open stretch of county
highway with two guys in a truck, looking for roadkill. If this opens a
profile, you could follow up with a good explanation of who this guy is
and why he’s so into his job. If it is a story about diminishing county
services, Williams could be a narrative thread to explain how things like
clean roads could be in danger because of budget cuts. Regardless of the
story, the opening can draw in your readers and place them within a
specific environment.

Weave a Narrative Thread Into Your Piece
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To keep readers connected to a story, you can find a person or an incident
that allows you to individualize the bigger issues you are covering. Some
people refer to this as a “narrative thread” or the “kabob format.”
Consider a story about a national spike in tuition costs and the problems
the increases causes for college students. You could look at issues such as
how the cost requires students to take out more loans, stay in school longer
and work more hours to pay for tuition. Chances are, you know someone
who has dealt with all three of those issues, so you should interview that
person and use her to tie your whole story together.

Your descriptive open could start with your source at the beginning of a
typical school day. From that point, you can follow her as she goes to
school, talks about loans, reviews her graduation requirements and heads
to a part-time job. At each of these stops, you can describe what this
person is doing and how it affects her life. Once you do this, you can then
leap from the thread into the broader strokes of the issue: statistics on how
many people have these issues, the lifelong impacts of these choices and
the diminishing quality of the educational experience these students face.
The thread can give your readers a “real person” they can latch onto and
thus see a human cost behind the big numbers.

Tell Me Why I Care: The Nut Graph
Journalism requires more than good storytelling and engaging writing. It
demands that you give people information that matters to them or that can
affect their lives in some way. Poorly written narrative pieces miss this
element and often leave readers wondering, “OK, so what was the point of
that?”

Fig. 4.2 Kabob
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To help your readers understand why a story has relevance and value, you
should include a nut graph in your narrative pieces. The purpose of this
paragraph is to tell your audience members, “This matters because of X, Y
and Z, and here is how it fits into your life.” A profile can shed light on
someone people see every day but don’t really know. A narrative story
about people like the roadkill specialist described above can draw readers
into more of a ground-level view of county services and budget cuts. No
matter what you want to do with your story, you need to give people the
most valuable interest elements, much like a lead would do in an inverted-
pyramid story.

Here’s an example of a nut graph for the roadkill story:
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Williams and his driver, a man who goes by the nickname Skrunch, are
the only roadkill-removal team left in Wabano County, down from 10
crews just five years ago. Each day, they search the 287 miles of
highways and 543 miles of gravel roads for dead animals, in the hope of
keeping the roads cleaner for residents and tourists alike. However,
repeated budget cuts now threaten to end the program altogether,
leaving an annual average of 243,812 animal corpses to dot the county’s
landscape.

In this chunk of information, you can tell people what the story is about
(loss of county services, especially road services) and why they should
care (nearly a quarter million dead animals will be on display each year for
their viewing displeasure because no one is there to pick them up) before
they get into the rest of the story. A good nut graph can help set the stage
for you to launch into the body of a narrative piece that has depth and
value.

Draw Word Pictures for the Reader
As you proceed into the body of your piece, you want to follow the
ultimate advice of journalistic description: Show, don’t tell. The best way
to tell pictures to your readers is through a combination of strong
reporting, keen observation and proper word selection.

To help your readers see what you see, you need to draw word
pictures for them. Use your vocabulary to select the best possible
descriptive words as you tell them exactly what they should visualize.

DrAfter123/iStock.com
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To provide “word pictures,” you need to have a strong mental picture of
your scene and your sources. You also need a vibrant vocabulary that will
allow you to properly capture key details of what you observed. Words
that lack value in telling pictures are comparatives that fail to have a point
of reference. For example, “tall” can mean a lot of things. A 5-foot-tall
second-grader is tall compared with his classmates, but a 6-foot-tall
professional basketball player is short compared with his teammates. You
need to provide people with a much better sense of how they should
visualize the person, either through an anecdote or by including a
comparative element.

You should always go back through your word choices and see if the
words will convey the precise feeling you want to communicate to your
readers. You can pour the contents of a pitcher into a glass, but how does it
move? Is it a fast and smooth pour, like milk, or is it a slow and labored
pour, like glue or honey? Does the liquid maintain a constant speed, like
water from a bucket, or does it splash and slosh, like gasoline pouring out
of a container into a lawnmower? Or does it come out in blobs and globs,
like pouring a dozen raw eggs out of a bowl into a blender? The more time
you put into your choices, the more likely your readers will be able to
visualize what you are seeing, and the more engaged they will become.

Build the Body
Long narrative stories often benefit from the use of subheadings or from a
simple segmentation of the content, much like what you saw in the
“kabob” approach. Very rarely will you have a long and detailed story that
can smoothly move from point to point without having these breaks in the
text. In addition, readers will often feel overwhelmed by the content if it
seems to be one giant chunk. This is why most books use chapters and
many others use subheadings: They give the reader a sense of completion
while allowing the writer to set up another topic without having to force a
transition.

During your reporting, you will find a few main themes emerging from
your research and interviews. If you find three or four of these, you can
create topical segments that you will want to discuss at length in the body
of the piece. This will provide you with options for subheads and the
ability to sort your content into those areas. For example, if you wrote a
story on organic produce, you would interview a wide array of people,
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including farmers, scientists, consumers, health experts, grocery store
officials and people involved in large agricultural companies. When you
start writing, you might find a few basic storylines emerging:

Costs for Producers Versus Consumers
Health Benefits, Concerns, and Problems
Opportunities for Small and Large Farms

Helpful Hints ➡ Secondary Senses: Smelling, Feeling

Standard news writing and reporting tend to rely on two primary senses:
seeing and hearing. We see events as they unfold and we hear what
people have to say about them. In most cases, that’s as far as we go
with our work, because those two senses have the ability to capture
basic information.

However, as noted earlier, one of journalism’s oldest adages is to show,
not tell, which means it is important to give people the full sense of a
place, a situation or a time. To do that, you will need to set a scene
properly, and to do that, you will need to rely on secondary senses.

The sense of smell has been linked to memory and emotion,1 so when
you are writing feature pieces, take a big whiff of your environment. If
you can find a way to explain what that smell is or give a good
description of that odor, you can help your readers feel more attuned to
the scene’s setting. For example, a fire can smell pleasant if it’s an
open-pit campfire, with hickory and cedar logs crackling and glowing.
However, a fire at a plastics factory or a tire plant can belch acrid black
smoke into the air and make you want to shut off your lungs. Even
pedestrian descriptions can take on new meaning if you can integrate
the intensity of the smell to them. There’s a difference between the light
wisp of $400-an-ounce perfume emanating from a rich woman’s wrist
and the vapor trail left by a 14-year-old high school kid who put on his
$1.99-a-gallon cologne with a paint sprayer.

If you can find ways to detect scents like baking bread, day-old
cigarette smoke or fish-based fertilizer, you can place your reader in a
specific environment.

The same thing is true when it comes to feeling and the ability to use
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touch and physical sampling to convey value. This obviously doesn’t
mean you should try to feel how sweaty an athlete is or pet a local
politician’s camelhair coat. However, as a feature writer, you can use a
tactile examination to add value to your story.

How does the marble that lines the statehouse capitol building feel?
Cold? Smooth? Solid? Or even better, can you describe what it’s like
trying to breathe in 115-degree heat? (One student described it as
feeling like she was sucking exhaust directly from the tailpipe of an
overheated bus.)

When you shake hands with a source, how does that person’s hand feel?
Soft, hard, gritty, smooth? How is the grip? Loose and damp or
crushing and dry? (In shaking hands with an old-time baseball player, a
journalist noted that the athlete had the grip of a trash compactor and a
hand that felt like a baseball mitt lined with sandpaper.)

Think about the experiences you have had touching something foreign
to you and how you can make those physical experiences clearer to
other people. If you can use the sense of touch to help convey value to
your readers, do so.

You can easily sort your source material into these topics and then build
three body chunks out of them. If you have a narrative thread, you can use
it to touch on these areas as you transition between them.

You could also break your body into temporal chunks, relying on a
chronological approach to help tell your story in segments. A profile of
an up-and-coming athlete who suffered a major injury and recovered fits
this pattern nicely. You could do a chunk on life before the incident and
one on the injury and its fallout. A final chunk could examine life after the
injury and the player’s return. Although this is a more chronologically
based approach, it still has a few clear demarcations that lend themselves
to segmentation.

Nonlinear Storytelling
Traditional journalists tended to embrace the concept of linearity, in which
they provide information in a predetermined fashion and it is consumed in
exactly the same way. Whether it was organizing a story in an inverted
pyramid or choosing which stories went on the front page, newspaper
journalists saw their job as creating order for their readers. Broadcast

137



journalists tended to do the same thing in their approach to video stories
and stacking the newscast: They decide how to tell the story.

The democratization of information on the internet has altered this in a
number of ways. Users have more choices than they did before as to which
media outlets to use and what content to consume. In addition, they can
choose how they consume content through actively interfacing with a
website. The linear nature of how a journalist expects someone to proceed
through a story is no longer a given.

Nonlinear storytelling is an approach to content delivery that understands
that readers will not follow the path journalists set before them. The user
can choose various elements to consume, ranging from blocks of texts and
lists to video and interactive graphics.2 This presents a challenge to
journalists, in that they need to create content that will complement, not
repeat, other elements of the story they want to tell. In addition, it means
that writers can’t assume readers will enter the story at a given point, that
they will consume it in a preordained order or that they will go through
every piece available.

Visualizing the “Story Web”
To become a good nonlinear storyteller, you need to understand how users
can control their own experiences and how those experiences can direct
their interactions with your content. The best way to do that is to examine
a visual “web” of information and see what you might provide and how
readers might enter or exit your collection of content. Let’s look at a basic
story web on a topic that tends to be a big deal on most college campuses:
parking.

At the core is the general idea of the story of parking on this one campus.
From that core, you look at several basic elements of the story, such as
financial aspects of parking, the general parking availability on the campus
and the rules governing parking. From each of these areas, you can see
how they grow outward into additional topics. The financial aspect can
include things like charts for costs for specific parking passes and lots, the
fines associated with tickets, the meter costs and more. You can also
include things like the financial outline of the parking department, the
costs associated with running the department and the year-by-year trend of
parking fines. You might even add short videos featuring people talking
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about their worst parking fines or a list of people who have the largest
number of unpaid tickets.

You can see how certain topics can link or couple across the web, such as
costs across the peer institutions or how a parking map could be linked to
an area of availability and an area associated with costs. All in all, these
elements have the ability to expand and intersect throughout the entire
project.

Fig. 4.3 Parking Story

Understanding User-Controlled Navigation
You have no way of knowing where your readers will enter your content
matrix or where they will go once they enter. In the parking story, a reader
interested in the costs of your parking passes might hop in at that point,
only to become interested in the costs of tickets and the weird ticket story
videos. A second reader might enter at that same point, only to feel that the
cost of parking on the campus is outrageous before heading over to the
segment that compares your costs with those of peer institutions. A third
person might come to the site because a friend said, “Hey! I did a video for
the student newspaper about my weirdest ticket.” That reader might watch
all the videos and then leave.

You won’t know everything readers will do upon finding your work
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online, but consider these thoughts as you build your work from a user-
oriented perspective:

Nonlinear Versus Nonsensical

Linear writing often feels restrictive to new writers, so the ability to use a
nonlinear structure can feel exciting and freeing. The problem most of
those writers face is that nonlinear writing still has an inherent structure,
and certain elements of that writing remain linear in nature. Nonlinear does
not mean nonsensical.

For example, using video segments as part of a nonlinear story will require
the same basic structure as a standard broadcast story or chunk of raw
video. A “how-to” element that you add into a nonlinear package will still
have step-by-step instructions and require keen attention to detail. Writing
chunks of information about various topics will require you to have a
beginning, a middle and an end for each chunk.

Stories that could benefit from nonlinear approach include city
council meetings, where you can post text, video, audio and source
documents to give your readers a full buffet of content options.

Portland Press Herald/Getty Images

Order and clarity remain key elements for your stories. If you just empty
your notebook and toss a bunch of clips online, you will irritate your
readers and drive them away from your piece.

Building Self-Contained Segments

The trick to creating a good nonlinear experience is to compose each
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element you include as a self-contained unit of information. The goal is to
write and produce your work in such a way that anyone can read one or
many of your chunks without being lost because they failed to read a
different chunk first. To think about this, consider a column of local news
briefs in a traditional newspaper. Each brief is a short bit of information on
a given topic that can be read without reading any of the others. An
audience member can read them all from the top of the column to the
bottom or hop around from brief to brief. The briefs each bring something
different to the table, but they are all tied together under the concept of
“local news.” If you take that idea and expand it to include additional
media formats while simultaneously narrowing the topic to a single idea,
like the parking piece earlier in the chapter, you have the right idea.

One of the easiest ways to write in news chunks in this format is to apply
the basic elements of audience centricity and then build a mini-inverted-
pyramid piece based on each of them. Consider each segment to be worthy
of a lead sentence, such as “Parking Services issues an average of 114
tickets each week, most of which are for avoidable offenses.” Then, build
underneath that lead information about the variety of offenses: parking
over the lines in the parking lot, failure to display a parking permit and
parking in zones clearly marked “No Parking.” You can then link that
segment to other segments, such as “list of parking offenses and fines” and
“rules for parking on campus.” You could also link to some videos in
which students explain their thoughts on parking, the “weirdest ticket”
videos and other entertaining elements.

In each of these cases, you will get a self-contained segment that will
allow your audience members to consume as much or as little content as
they want without getting lost. Short, simple segments of information can
motivate people to give your work a try and then maybe stick around for a
while.

Consider This ➡The “Web as Buffet” Approach

Writers who produce nonlinear stories often wonder what will happen
to their work, because they cede control of navigation and consumption
to the readers. Instead of fearing this idea, good nonlinear writers

141



produce content that will draw readers deeper into the story than
traditional media ever could.

In creating a nonlinear piece, you want to give your readers everything
they could possibly need or want in the best possible format. You also
want to avoid repeating information on multiple platforms for the sake
of doing so. Think about your work the way you would look at a buffet
restaurant. Good buffets have multiple stations, one for each phase of
the meal: a salad station, a soup station, an appetizer station, a couple
entrée stations and a dessert station. At each of those stations, you have
various options that appeal to people with a wide array of tastes.

It wouldn’t make sense to have a soup station with five choices that
were all some kind of beef soup: “beef with barley and vegetables,”
“beef with vegetables,” “beef with barley,” “old-fashioned beef
medley” and “Chef Jimmy’s Famous Beef ‘n’ Stuff.” The same thing
applies here: Make sure that each piece adds value to the experience
and that you aren’t repeating content just for the sake of saying, “Look
at all the content I have here!” If you give people a truly broad array of
choices, they will immerse themselves in the experience and spend
more time considering the options and avenues you afford to them.

Consider how a buffet works when you consider how you want to
provide content to your readers on the web: They have choices and you
need to give them options.

_jure/iStock.com

In terms of interactivity, digital consumers tend to enjoy the ability to
move freely and easily through a website, a story or a loosely
constructed pile of content. Unlike newspapers or television broadcasts,
a digital platform is meant to give the audience the ability to wander
among various elements. The platform also inspires choice through that
interactivity. Here, again, a buffet approach is a good one to model.
Each food offering is self-contained and labeled so people know where
to go to get what they want. They don’t have to dig through a pile of
beef brisket to get a piece of steamed trout. These entrées are set aside
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in specific serving trays, even as they are all grouped under a broader
“entrées” serving station.

Furthermore, people can go from place to place and build a plate of
whatever they like. They can follow the standard serving order of salad,
soup, appetizer, entrée and dessert, or they can go right to the desserts.
There isn’t a bouncer named Turk at the dessert station, who is
checking to see if you ate your three-bean salad first. People can grab as
much of whatever they want whenever they want. It’s personal choice
and active consumption, just like in a nonlinear structure.

The Big Three

Here are the three key things you should take away from this chapter:

1. The story should dictate your approach: When you get
comfortable writing in a format or using video for your stories,
you tend to gravitate toward those comfortable options. Instead of
using the tool you like best, let the story itself determine for you
the best way to write it. If you don’t have a narrative thread, don’t
force it. If you have an important piece of news to share, don’t
bury it under a six-paragraph narrative introduction. Give your
readers what they need in the best possible format.

2. Take your time with description: In narrative pieces, you need
to give your readers the ability to see exactly what you see in their
mind’s eye. That means going back through your word choices
and making sure you have exactly the right descriptor. It also
means slowing down to describe complicated concepts or intricate
details. The clearer you are, the more engaged your readers will
be.

3. Give the story what it’s worth: As Tony Rehagen says, terms
like “long-form journalism” and “narrative journalism” make
people think that longer is better. That’s not always true, nor is
there a specific word count at which a lousy story becomes a great
one. When you are telling your story, give the readers what they
need to know in the format you think serves the story best. When
that is done, you can stop writing.

Key Terms
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Discussion Questions
1. What is the purpose of a nut graph? What value does it provide to your

readers, and how does it help you focus your story?
2. If you had a choice of standard inverted-pyramid stories or more

involved narrative structures, which would you prefer and why?
3. Scientists say that smell is one of the strongest senses that links to

memory and emotion. Is there a particular smell that brings you to a
specific place and time in your life? What is it and how does it make
you feel?

Write now!

1. Spend some time with a person you know, and create a “word
picture” that describes that individual. Start with the person’s
appearance in terms of the basic elements of age, size, shape, hair
color, clothing and so forth. Then integrate action-oriented
elements such as movement, mannerisms and more. Use as much
space as you need to capture this individual in a way that lets your
instructor see him or her in the instructor’s mind’s eye. Pay
special attention to your word choices as to most accurately
describe this person.

2. Go to a public place and observe the activities around you. This
could be a mall, a sporting event or anything in which people are
tending to their business all around you. Take notes that will allow
you to capture the overall vibe of the place, including the sound,
feel, smell and energy of the environment. Once you are done,
take your notes back and write a short scene-setting piece (1 to 2
pages).

3. Select a topic you think would matter to the people on your
campus, and think about the various angles and aspects that would
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attach themselves to that topic. Then, assemble them into a story
web, using lines to connect the pieces to one another in a
nonlinear, yet logical and fluid, fashion. Write a short essay (2 to
2.5 pages) that explains your various nodes on the web and why
you think these elements are germane to the overall topic at hand.

Visit edge.sagepub.com/filaknews to help you accomplish your
coursework goals in an easy-to-use learning environment.
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5 Social Media

mattjeacock/iStock.com
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Learning Objectives
After completing this chapter you should be able to:

Understand how best to reach your audience in a variety of ways
through social media.
Compare and contrast traditional media and social media with regard to
usage, trust and value.
Understand the basic benefits, drawbacks and usage strategies
associated with social media.
Become familiar with several social media tools that serve the various
forms of communication, including text, photos and videos.
Outline key elements of successful blogging.

Thinking Ahead: Rethinking How to Reach Readers

The advent of social media forced journalists to rethink how they
approach their jobs. The writing and reading now happen on both sides
of the conversation, with readers and journalists often discussing issues
through Twitter exchanges and Facebook posts. The explosion of low-
cost digital technology has produced a rise in citizen journalists, who
cover incidents on their own, as opposed to calling in tips to their
traditional journalistic counterparts. Even more, many media outlets
rely on the content these outsiders gather.

Media production is no longer a one-to-many model that is based on
the credibility and presence of a standard media outlet. Instead, social
media has resulted in a many-to-many model that gives anyone with
access to the web or a mobile device the ability to build an audience and
create content for it.

Social media has continued to grow as an important resource for users
everywhere. A Pew Center research study on mobile messaging and
social media found that from 2012 to 2015, the use of social media
continued on an upward trajectory. Pinterest, a social sharing site akin
to a series of old-fashioned bulletin boards, saw its users double from
15 percent of those Pew surveyed in 2012 to 31 percent in 2015.
Instagram, a photo-sharing site, saw its usage double in that time span
from 13 percent to 28 percent of survey participants.

In terms of specific tools, 36 percent of smartphone owners reported
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using messaging apps, such as iMessage, and 17 percent reported using
tools like Snapchat, which we will discuss later in the chapter.1 If these
trends continue, social media will show continued growth and eventual
domination on the information-sharing scene within a few short years.

As a reporter, you need to understand what makes social media valuable
as a research tool and a publishing outlet. You also have to understand
how the rules on these platforms may differ from those you follow as a
journalist. This chapter will explain the basics of social media,
including the positives and negatives of relying on it as a journalist. It
will also outline the ways in which journalists can use it to further their
work and engage their audiences.

What is social Media?
People who try to define social media often find themselves tripping over
their words because social media’s meaning varies from person to person.
For some people, it’s a way to reach out to friends. For others, it’s a
marketing tool. For even others, it’s a more reliable way to get news on
crucial topics of the day.

People often define social media as it relates to tools such as websites and
apps. However, not all websites have the Web 2.0 features that put the
“social” in social media. In short, social media seems to be in the eye of
the beholder, recalling Justice Potter Stewart’s famous line about
obscenity: “I know it when I see it.”

For our purposes here, it might be best to think about social media the way
that Daniel Nations, a trends expert, defines it: a digital tool that doesn’t
just provide information but also seeks to have you interact with it while
you are getting that information. He makes the analogy that traditional
media, like broadcast news and newspapers, are like one-way streets,
while social media is a like a two-way street where readers get to join the
discussion.2

Given the many tools and topics covered in social media, the entirety
of the field can be daunting. Brian Solis, a digital media expert, has
crafted what he calls The Conversation Prism, which helps to analyze
the ways in which people use social media and the tools that meet
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specific needs.

The Conversation Prism by Brian Solis (BrianSolis.com) and JESS3,
ConversationPrism.com

Social media tools allow users to generate and share their own content in
the form of text, photos, videos, graphics and more. The tools also allow
people to build their own audiences based on congruent interests and
conferred authority. Perhaps the three most important things to understand
for reporters in regard to social media are the following:

1. The model has changed: The mass media model in which one
source transmitted to many people in the form of a newspaper or
news broadcast isn’t how this works. Social media allows anyone to
become a source of information. This many-to-many model means
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that you are no longer a single voice of authority with a ready-made
audience waiting to hear what you have to say. You are on the same
playing field as anyone else who can send a tweet or share a photo.
You can’t assume you will gather a large audience simply because
you always had one. You have to fight harder to grab people’s
attention.

Helpful Hints ➡ How to Build an Audience

If a tree falls in the woods and no one is there to hear it, does it make a
sound? You could easily ask the same question about tweets and posts
that lack an audience. In the days of traditional media, it was easy to
rely on the brand name of the TV station or the newspaper to draw
eyeballs. Circulation numbers and market share provided journalists
with a sense of how many people paid attention to their work on a daily
basis. Social media requires a lot more work on the part of the
individual journalists to build, maintain and engage an audience. Here
are some helpful hints based on the ideas of online marketing guru John
Rampton3:

Identify goals and objectives: One of the biggest mistakes
people make in taking part in social media is to jump in without a
sense of what they want to do or why people would look to them
for information. Rampton suggests that you figure out who is in
your audience, what those people want and what you want to
accomplish in connecting with them.
Let them know you are human: Rampton notes that connecting
with audience members is crucial to growing a social media
presence. He says that good social media professionals will post
often, respond to posts from readers and connect with the
audience on a personal level. He also states that you should
engage with everyone who posts to your social media pages. If
you let people know you will listen, they will want to stay
connected with you. This will also help you reach back out to
them and give them more of what they need and want.
Understand their needs: If you know what people want to see,
you can more easily deliver it to them. Rampton says that
knowing and understanding an audience will allow you to interact
with them on an intimate level.
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Produce valuable content: This is a standard throughout the field
of journalism, but it bears repeating here in terms of social media.
People who follow you quickly will be just as quick to dump you
if you don’t give them a reason to hang around. Rampton says that
having the best content will continue to draw people to your work.
Consistently post at a comfortable rate: Once people like what
you have to say, they will want to see more and more of your
content. Rampton says readers will get frustrated if people don’t
get new content each time they check in on social media. It is
worth noting that readers can also feel overwhelmed if you dump
a massive amount of content on them all at once. This often
happens with traditional publications, like student weekly
newspapers, that tweet out links to all the print stories on
publication day and then go dark for six days. Meter your
approach to providing information and you will cultivate
readership habits.

2. Authority matters: With all of these additional information
sources now available, people have more choices than ever for
content. Their decisions regarding where to go and whom to trust are
based on authority and trust. You have to prove yourself to be
valuable and trustworthy in the eyes of your audience members.
Journalists used to be trusted because they were the only ones out
there, meaning that people heard only what the journalists wanted to
say. Now, social media users can bestow authority on anyone they see
fit. Even worse, from a journalist’s standpoint, the people might be
making bad choices regarding trust, so we need to make sure we can
demonstrate our authority. Finally, authority is fleeting in this new
model. If you fail to provide people what they need or you make one
too many mistakes, social media users will stop paying attention to
you and seek another information source.
3. Not everyone follows the same rules: In your journalism or
communications program, you received strong ethical and legal
training. Your instructors gave you reasons to make sure you were
always fair, accurate and decent when you plied your trade. However,
because everyone can use social media and because not everyone got
that same training, you have to be careful as you use social media in
your reporting. Aside from the trolls, who decide to make people’s
lives miserable just for sport, some social media users don’t fact-
check their content or worry about libeling someone. If you find
something on social media and forward it, even if the content looks
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pretty safe, you are taking an unnecessary risk.

Value of Social Media
Social media outlets have value to reporters, as both tools to send
information and tools to receive information. Social media allows you to
reach out to people at the scene of an accident or a disaster. These tools
give you the ability to capture and share information instantly to your
audience. They also serve as a source of tips for stories, inside information
and key sources for your stories. Consider these thoughts regarding the
value of social media, from your readers’ perspective:

Easy Access on All Your Devices
About 20 years ago, computers became a dominant tool in information
gathering and dissemination. However, even at that time they remained
bulky and mostly restricted to desktops. Even when laptops became more
cost effective and portable, they remained shackled to landline internet
connections.

In the subsequent two decades, technology has not only become faster,
cheaper and better, but more ubiquitous. The advent of Wi-Fi and hotspots
meant that users could grab information on the go with their laptops. The
creation of tablet devices and smartphones meant that users could get
access to the internet almost anywhere. Improved technology also allowed
designers to build social media apps that were scalable and that met
specific needs within the market. The cheap cost (in some cases, no cost)
of the apps meant that people were more willing to try them, adapt them to
their needs and use them to join social networks.

The 24/7 access to groups of trusted people who share information on a
multitude of platforms gives social media a leg up in the world of Web 2.0.
In addition, the way people can then use those apps to respond and become
part of the discussion from anywhere engages people who want to be “in
the know.”

Choose Sources You Trust
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In some cases, people are placed into a situation in which trust is inherent.
Children tend to trust parents and teachers, until they are given ample
reason not to. Spouses trust one another with various expectations in life
until, again, one of them violates the trust of the other. For years, it was
like this in media. With few sources, you had limited choices as to whom
you would trust.

Today, the array of sources has grown exponentially, and readers can
decide whom they trust and why they trust those individuals. Social media
users provide everyone on a given platform the opportunity to earn their
trust. If a user trusts you and you can demonstrate value to the user, you
will remain a vital part of that user’s network. If you fail in either of those
areas, the user will stop paying attention to you, and you have no recourse.

Thoughts From A Pro ➡ Mac Slavin, Digital and Social Media
Specialist, Detroit Tigers

Mac Slavin attended a college media conference while he was a student
at Wartburg College, where he saw someone speaking about some “new
thing called Twitter.”
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© Mac Slavin

“His session was so good, we all went back to our hotel rooms and
created accounts,” Slavin said years later.

Upon his return to campus, Slavin started using social media to reach
the readers of the student newspaper. From there, he took on various
internships and jobs that mixed his love of sports with his passion for
social media.

Today, Slavin is the digital and social media specialist for the Detroit
Tigers, where he manages all of the team’s social media channels, helps
with the team’s paid social media advertising strategies and works with
some of its mobile initiatives.

“During the season there’s a ton of content collection,” he said. “I’m
always scrolling through our team photographer’s photographs, on the
field or concourse looking for photos or up in the press box tweeting
about the game. There’s plenty of time spent on content creation,
graphics and events, but there’s a lot of event and game coverage
during the season.”

“As you can imagine, the off-season focuses more on content creation.
We don’t have the players around or new highlights rolling in daily. We
spend a lot of time planning what our content is going to be and
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creating fun and engaging pieces.”

Slavin said it was the immediacy of social media that drew him to the
field. He was able to break news on campus as a student and improve
the reach of his sports coverage as a professional.

“We are able to get information right as it’s happening,” Slavin said.
“We are able to get updates on everything from tragedies to the World
Series in real time. I had friends in Paris during the attacks, and I was
able to hear their version of the story as I was getting more in-depth
updates on TV. On the other side, I had friends at the World Series last
year, and I was able to experience it through their snapchat Stories like I
was actually in the stands.”

Immediacy, however, does have its risks, he added.

“Instead of fact checking, a reporter hits send,” Slavin said. “During
major events, it takes less than a minute to get thousands of retweets.
Even if you submit a correction, your correction isn’t going to have the
same reach as your initial tweet. It’s so easy to disseminate incorrect
information it’s ridiculous.”

Even with the occasional bumps in the road, Slavin said he loves the
way he interacts with his audience in real time through various social
media platforms.

“One of the great things about social media is the instant reaction,” he
said. “You know if fans like your content, because they will share or
engage with it. You know if they don’t like it, because they’ll tell you.
There are definitely times when you want to ignore some of the
engagement and avoid feeding the internet trolls, but there are a lot of
times you can use it for feedback. If you’re more of a photographer or
videographer, you’ll start to build up a network of artists following you
that will help critique your work. If you’re a feature reporter, you’ll
undoubtedly get tweets with story ideas or types of stories fans want to
hear. It’s great.”

“One of the other great things your audience can help you with is
content creation,” he added. “You have to be able to identify the
authenticity pretty quickly, but from a brand standpoint, our fans are
always sharing photos and memories with us. This helps create strong
and extremely authentic content that is incredibly hard to duplicate.”

One Last Thing
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Q: If you could tell the students reading this book anything you think is
important, what would it be?

A: “One of the biggest things people don’t realize when they jump into
a career in social media is that running a brand’s social media channels
is a HUGE difference than running their personal social media
channels. Everyone uses social media differently. Some people use it to
keep in touch with friends from high school, others use it to show off
their photos of traveling or their newborn baby, and others use it to
share funny cat videos they find when they are supposed to be doing
work. Ultimately these are all centered around sharing, but the type of
content is different, which is a topic that comes into play in the industry
all of the time. 
“There are people who love straight to the point, factual tweets, while
others love sharing funny videos on Facebook. All of these users make
up your community and you have to try and please them all as much as
possible (or at least identify which fans are more important to your
brand). There’s definitely a bit of science and psychology involved in
working in social media. There’s a lot of experimenting and trial and
error.”

As a reporter, you can gain some credibility and trust because you are
associated with a professional media outlet. Beyond that, however, it will
be your job to demonstrate that you deserve the respect of your followers.
On the other hand, reporters are also consumers of social media, which
means you can extend trust to certain social media participants and
consider them to be good sources for information. As you find people who
post interesting and accurate information, you can add them to your list of
worthy sources and quality tipsters.

Read, Share, Repeat
In the days of traditional media, sharing was a physical act, in which you
would clip out an article or save a magazine so you could give it to
someone you think might be interested in a particular topic. This method
was slow and limited to people you could reach either via direct contact or
mail. Even more, by the time you thought enough of an article or a topic to
cut something out, put it in a safe place and send it off, you probably
figured this was not worth the effort.

The benefit of social media is that the interest and the sharing are almost
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instantaneous. If you find a news article that interests you, you can pin it
on a Pinterest board, post it to your Facebook wall or tweet out a link.
Even if you use “older” forms of digital media, like email, you can rely on
the social media platforms to warehouse the content you want to share and
then send off an email to someone with the direct link to the content. This
approach happens rapidly, and you can share it with multiple people at the
same time, regardless of where they are.

Social Media Tools for Your Toolbox
One of the best things about social media is that it’s always changing and
adapting to the needs of users. The scalability for each platform gives the
users options to reach more people as the platform continues to expand in
usefulness and popularity.

For example, the earliest incarnation of Twitter was meant as a way to stay
connected with people you knew through a Short Message Service (SMS)
approach. To aid in that process, Twitter’s initial prompt was “What are
you doing?” Once the tool became more widespread and used for
everything from breaking news to marketing clothing, the company
decided in 2009 to change the prompt to “What’s happening?” Other
elements, such as the use of direct messaging, the creation of a hashtag
element and the way the company allowed third-party applications to use
the platform, all aided in its growth and development.

Here is an example of a collection of “pinned” items that someone
has gathered on Pinterest. The board allows for people to save and
share items of interest on a wide array of topics.

Bloomberg/Getty Images
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Even as the platforms, apps and other digital trinkets change from day to
day in terms of presence and usefulness, several underlying values and
typologies will likely persist. To that end, the next part of the book will
divide social media options into different segments to show you the
various tools available to you. That section will also discuss a few of the
current items that best exemplify those segments and talk a bit about how
they can be helpful to you as a journalist:

Text
The written word remains a dominant force in the field of journalism
because of its pliability and simplicity. Social media has changed the way
we use text in a variety of ways, including options to create long-form
narratives and interactive elements without having to worry about the
restrictions of traditional media. Blogging, long derided by professional
journalists as a second-rate form of content, has blossomed as a valuable
way to cover micro-niches of information. Bloggers often can reach
specific audiences through text as they integrate hyperlinks, visuals and
other elements that traditional platforms like print and broadcast cannot.

On the other hand, social media has forced us to shrink content to only a
handful of words. Microblogging is a simple concept of sharing small bits
of information with a wide array of people. In many cases, people who see
what the users post can socially boost it, either by sending the content to
other followers or by signifying its importance through some sort of
“liking” process, akin to the one Facebook uses.

This approach to social media relies on making clear points in short bursts
of text. The content in these forms of information dissemination can
include a link to a larger story, with the short text message serving as an
enticing headline. In other cases, they can launch a threaded discussion of
short responses, akin to what readers might encounter on a website’s
message board or an article’s comment section. Below are a few tools that
rely heavily on text to reach interested audiences on a variety of devices:

Helpful Hints ➡ How to Tweet as a Reporter
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If you are responsible for sending tweets that represent your
organization, keep these helpful hints in mind:

Noun-verb-object (NVO): the core of a tweet: If you passed a
beginning-level journalism or English class, you know that a sentence
needs a noun and a verb, with a direct object (or other object) serving as
a nice additional element. In most cases, the idea of “who did what to
whom” serves as the core of good journalism writing in print and on the
web. It becomes crucial for good tweets.

As we discussed in Chapter 3, consider using the NVO elements to
create a tweet’s “core” and then build outward from the core, with each
concentric ring adding more value. This idea also allows you to more
easily trim information when you need to.

Tweet to be read: When text-messaging services became available,
most people did their tweeting and texting using a simple 12-digit
keypad. This limitation made it more difficult to convey longer ideas or
to write in complete thoughts. Since those early days, phones have
incorporated full QWERTY keyboards, and tweeting can also come
from desktops, laptops and tablets, making the typing and editing much
easier.

With 280 characters, you can make your point without forcing your
readers to reach for the Rosetta Stone to figure out your tweet. If you
punch down your thoughts and they are too long to fit into a single
tweet, look for ways to swap longer words for shorter ones. You can
also rely on some of the old print headline rules, such as using numerals
instead of spelling out numbers. However, keep simplicity at the front
of your mind.

Spelling and grammar count: Not every tweet will be an award
winner, but you can make sure you don’t end up on a series of “Twitter
fail” websites if you check your tweet over for spelling and grammar. In
some cases, the spelling problems just make you look dumb, as is the
case with the laundry list of “Twitter fails” that The Poke gathered.
These include people describing problems with their “selfstream” (self-
esteem) or the concerns one user had about her grandmother’s “die of
beaties” (diabetes).4

However, in some cases, a typo can cause a major catastrophe. The
makeup and beauty company Sephora made the mistake of failing to
proofread a tweet that went out to thousands of users. The company
used the tag #CountdownToBeauty as a way to promote the opening of
its first store in Australia. However, the person who sent the tweet
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didn’t realize that the “o” in “Countdown” was missing, thus leading to
a vulgar message and an unrelenting amount of scorn from the
Twitterverse.5

A longtime copy editor once noted that you can drown just as easily in a
couple inches of water as you can in the Pacific Ocean. The point was
that the small things can be just as dangerous as the big ones. When it
comes to those 280 characters, check each and every one of them before
hitting the send button.

Keep an audience-centric focus: Twitter allows you to pump out
information quickly and from almost any venue. This gives you a great
opportunity to reach your audience whenever you want. That said, you
can’t forget that people on the other end of your Twitter account only
want content that relates to their lives.

People who follow you won’t want to know about your personal
problems or your thoughts on every single event of the day. They have
lives to lead themselves, so unless you can show them why something
matters to them, they will likely stop following you. You should keep
an audience-centric focus when you take to Twitter as a purveyor of
information. That means you should not only consider what you should
or shouldn’t tweet, but also when you should tweet and how often you
should tweet. If you don’t give people enough information when they
need it, your readers can feel isolated and ignored. If you constantly
pepper your audience with every nuanced moment of a speech or news
conference, you can become as annoying as a toddler pulling on his
mother’s sleeve for attention. This can be a fine line to walk, but as you
get used to using Twitter, meeting the needs of your audience will
become second nature to you.

Be careful with the tweets of others: Good journalists vet information
prior to reporting it as their own, and that traditional value should
translate clearly to Twitter. Reporters wouldn’t go on live TV with a
rumor or publish secondhand information as fact in a newspaper
without fully checking it out. However, so many people are more than
willing to click the “retweet” button on things that come flying through
their Twitter feeds without giving them a second glance.

As a reporter, you can consider Twitter to be a source for hints and tips,
but before you share the information you get there, make sure it is right.
The internet has a way of creating rumors or half-truths that people
continue to pass along as facts. It also has a way of watching rock-solid
facts get warped through misinterpretation and resharing. It doesn’t take
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a lot of extra time for you to check out the facts of a tweet before you
retweet it. If you take the time to make sure things are right, your
readers will thank you.

Twitter

Of all of the microblogging platforms that have emerged within a short
period of time, Twitter has become the dominant force for both
disseminating and receiving short bits of information. Each tweet is sent to
a group of followers the user has established, and those followers can then
modify, respond to or retweet the information. In November 2017, Twitter
doubled the maximum size of a tweet, providing users with a 280-
character limit. Reaction to the change was mixed, as many users argued
more useful options would have been more appreciated. Even with this
change, it is best to focus on short, tight tweets. The underlying aspects of
tweeting listed in the "Helpful Hints" box are still valid, even if the larger
character limit becomes the standard for Twitter.

Twitter helps you connect with your readers and helps your readers
connect with you, all in real time.

bgwalker/iStock.com

Twitter is an outstanding platform for reaching readers of a given interest
through hashtags and direct messages. In addition, it offers you the
opportunity to provide up-to-the-minute content updates as a situation
continues to unfold. For example, #CharlieHebdo and #JeSuisCharlie
emerged in January 2015 in the wake of a violent assault at the offices of
Charlie Hebdo, a satirical French publication that had drawn cartoons
mocking the Prophet Muhammad. The first hashtag drew attention to the
shooting, which was linked to Islamic extremists, and allowed readers
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worldwide to follow the developing story. The second hashtag was used as
a solidarity movement to show sympathy and connection between people
around the world and the slain journalists.

A reporter can use this platform to find sources on the ground near a
developing news event or to find people with an interest in a general topic
that the reporter is covering. Reporters can also use this tool to update
readers as to developing situations, such as traffic crashes, important
governmental meetings and even sports scores.

Reddit provides readers with an opportunity to voice their opinions on
stories of interest in thousands of niche topics. The up and down
votes determine the overall value of the content, as well as its
placement, on the site.

Tim Rasmussen/Getty Images

Reddit

This social media tool bills itself as “The Front Page of the Internet,”
based on its information aggregation and social interaction aspects. Users
submit links to a variety of categories, including Education, Entertainment,
Humor and Technology. Within each of these categories are “subreddits”
that focus on specific areas of interest where readers can go deeper into
narrower topics. For example, Education has a subreddit for News, which
is then divided into dozens of other subtopics like world news, politics and
business.

Readers of these posts can respond to them as part of an ongoing
discussion. They can rate these posts by “voting up” or “voting down”
each individual link. The most popular links rise to the top of the subreddit
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page and remain there until something more popular moves them down.
The site includes search functions based not only on search terms of
interest by the reader, but also through filter options that prevent dominant
topics from overwhelming other content that might be of interest to
readers. For example, a series of news “filters” listed in 2017 for the world
news section included “Filter Trump,” “Filter Syria/Iraq” and “Filter
Israel/Palestine.” You can subscribe to certain Reddit feeds and subreddits
so you can receive alerts when new topics emerge or when particular
topics are getting “hot.” Many of the subreddits are monitored for quality
or have specific rules to them to prevent things from getting out of hand.

Reporters can see a number of benefits from engaging with the Reddit site.

First and foremost, they can see the trends in certain areas of interest,
such as what stories are most popular in the wake of a big national or
worldwide event. This can help reporters find stories of interest to
track or follow as they look for ways to localize the topic or assess its
impact on their audiences.
Beyond that, many of the subreddits contain active posters on niche
topics that could be helpful when a reporter needs a source on a given
topic. For example, an entertainment reporter might be interested in
what gamers think about the release of a new video game system or
new title. The “Gaming” subreddit could be a good source for
reporters to get a general sense of what serious gamers think of the
new release.
In addition, it is possible to contact sources of those posts with the
hopes of establishing contact for an interview on the topic for a story.
Having Reddit as a “clearinghouse” of sorts for a large array of
people who are actively engaged on a variety of topics can be helpful
for you as you work on stories where you have little initial insight or
a limited number of sources. That said, as with any open source
anonymous forum, you run the risk of dealing with people who don’t
conform to the same standards of fact checking and ethics you might.
Don’t assume the sources here are rock solid or that the people you
interview always have the best of intentions. As stated throughout the
book, make sure you are sure before you publish.

Storify

One of the things noted earlier in this book is that the giant array of
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content online tends to overwhelm readers. The purpose of Storify,
according to its creators, is break through the noise and make sense of
what people post on social media. People who use Storify practice many of
the same strategies that traditional journalists use to tell stories. Users
search a wide array of social media platforms, such as Facebook, Twitter,
Flickr and others, and they gather content on particular topics of interest.
The users then assemble those bits and bites of information to tell a
coherent story to a larger audience.

This story can be in the form of a timeline, in which the user wants to
recount how a developing event emerged in a chronological form. For
example, in July 2012, James Holmes entered a movie theater in Aurora,
Colorado, during the premier of “The Dark Knight Rises” and opened fire
on the audience. Holmes killed 12 people and injured 70 others in the
attack. In the wake of the shooting, The Denver Post used Storify to build
a 4-day timeline primarily out of tweets from various witnesses,
stakeholders and journalists. The story they told included links to Post
photos and graphics as well as photos and tweets that other people
published.6

Storify users can also develop more traditional stories through the use of
the inverted-pyramid approach or by creating a series of informational
“chunks” on various subtopics. About five months after the Aurora
shooting, gunman Adam Lanza fatally shot 20 children and six adults at
Sandy Hook Elementary School, drawing massive media attention to
Newtown, Connecticut. Digital Media First compiled a Storify that was a
collection of various links to blogs, detailed newspaper stories and other
media reports on the shooting. The organization broke the coverage down
into specific subtopics, such as information about the event, background
on the shooter, the list of victims and information about the town.7

When you use Storify to help readers understand a given topic, you can
arrange your content however you see fit, much in the way you can
determine order within a traditional news story. The selections you make
from other people’s feeds and posts mimic the choices you make in
selecting sources and quotes for inclusion in your piece. The crucial
element here is that you have to gather as much information as you can
find and then determine what best tells the story.
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Visuals
When you share photographs with your audience members on social
media, you can take them to the scene of an exciting event, give them a
sliver of time that will awe them or help them easily understand a concept
that’s difficult to describe via text. Visuals are like any other tool you have
in your storytelling toolbox: Using them just to use them undermines their
value and limits your effectiveness in getting your message to your
readers. With that caveat in mind, here are a couple popular social media
tools and some ways you can use them to reach your audience:

Instagram

This visually based social networking tool gives people the ability to shoot
and share photos with their phones and other mobile devices. Instagram
integrates some of the crucial aspects of other social media options, such
as the ability to add text, Twitter handles and hashtags to augment
coverage on a topic. In addition, users can share the images on platforms
that reach people on Facebook and Twitter. Over the past few years,
Instagram added a video feature, which allowed it to keep pace with
potential competitors like Snapchat and Periscope.

Consider This ➡How to Fight Fake News in the Facebook Era

Social media platforms, apps and sites have grown and developed over
the past 10 years or so to help users share information through all sorts
of communication formats. Throughout that time, most of the outlets
discussed here have in some way crossed paths with Facebook.

Facebook serves as a hub through which almost 1.2 billion people travel
on a monthly basis and that draws strength through its pairings with
other social media options. For example, Twitter, Instagram, Flickr and
other social media tools allow users to have the content they share
simultaneously posted to their Facebook profiles. In addition, most
websites now contain an option for readers to use their Facebook profile
to log in as commenters and post content to a user’s Facebook wall.
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However, the question of Facebook’s ability to create “social bubbles”
for readers has led to concern among journalism practitioners and media
scholars alike. Critics have charged that Facebook had a responsibility
to eliminate false news, much of which was created purposefully by
think tanks and internet trolls, as that content had real consequences.8 A
BuzzFeed analysis of Facebook news content leading up to the 2016
presidential election showed that fake news outperformed real news
stories in terms of engagement.9

When it comes to figuring out what to believe and how to keep fake
news from conning you, here are some simple suggestions:

“Who told you that?” This is a common question many parents
of young children ask when the kids hop in the car after school
and tell a story that strains credulity. Parents always look at the
source: a little kid. They also look at the primary source: “Who
told you that?” Usually, it isn’t a teacher or a principal or another
trusted adult source, but instead, it’s “that one kid” who has a
really active imagination and loves the attention. Apply the same
rule to your media diet when you are reading content online:
“Who told you that?” Legacy media, like the Washington Post and
the New York Times, as well as major news networks (ABC,
CBS, NBC) tend to have more credibility than
“JimmyRulesTheUniverse.blogspot.com”. It’s not to say that
bloggers are always wrong and major media outlets are always
right, but always consider the source as part of your investigative
process.
Strength in numbers: This goes along with the first point, in that
a blog can break major news, and if it turns out to be true, a lot of
other journalists are likely to run similar stories quickly. Do an
internet search for any other stories on the topic, using keywords.
The more stories you find on a topic, the more likely that story is
to have some merit.
The root of the rumor: Just because a quick Google search
yields a ton of stories on a topic, it doesn’t always follow that you
are going to be “fake free.” Keep in mind, you need to read those
other stories to make sure they aren’t just citing the first story as
their only source. Good stories will have multiple root sources,
with various publications, websites and television broadcasts all
using their own reporting with multiple, varied sources to confirm
information. If you rely on stories with many, quality sources, it
will help you separate the weak pieces from the stronger ones.
Click the links: Much like citations in a research paper, links are
supposed to provide clear evidence that supports the claims a
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journalist wants to make. However, just like students who are
trying to fake their way through a last-minute research paper,
some writers will cram their stories full of links that add no value
with the idea of trying to fake people into believing the piece’s
main idea. When you see a link, click it to see if it really supports
what the writer had to say. Also, see if it links to an outside source
or if it’s linking to another post or piece by that same author. Click
around on the links within a story to see how strong the legs of the
story actually are.
Be suspicious: Humorist Jean Shepherd titled his 1966 novel “In
God We Trust. All Others Must Pay Cash.” Former President
Ronald Reagan once noted of his dealing with Russia in nuclear
disarmament that he would “trust, but verify.” (The source of that
is actually an old Russian proverb.) The core idea of both of these
premises is simple: Be suspicious of what you are told until you
can independently verify it through sources you trust. This is
particularly true of things that merely reinforce your own
worldview or stories that don’t seem to match up well with reality.
A good way to process “facts” that concern you is to presume
everything you are told in a story is incorrect until you can prove
to yourself that it isn’t. You may seem paranoid or overly
suspicious to some people, but at least you won’t get duped.

Beyond the basics of sharing selfies and augmenting images with filters,
Instagram has value for journalists in the field. This tool is great for people
attempting to capture and share images from a breaking news situation or a
visually engaging moment in time. In addition, the app allows users to
geotag images, helping journalists better provide geographic reference
points for their readers.

As a research tool, journalists can review Instagram feeds of other people
to find out what happened at a major event prior to the arrival of the media
or authorities. They can also use the tool to reach out to the shooters of
those images to gain information from them, much in the same way a
reporter would interview a witness at the scene of an accident or a crime.

Neil Shea is a long-form narrative writer who uses Instagram.
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Instagram Post @neilshea13

Snapchat

This mobile app allows you to take photos and videos to send to friends
and other contacts. Snapchat allows people to add filters, doodles and text
to the photo or video prior to sending it. In addition, the receiver can
“snapback” at the person who sent the original message, allowing the pair
to engage in a back-and-forth conversation over the app. The app launched
in 2011, and within three years users were sending more than 700 million
snaps per day.10

What makes Snapchat different from other social media apps is that the
content is preprogrammed to self-destruct within 10 seconds of the
receiver viewing the message. However, options within the app allow you
to create stories through a collection of videos and photos that you can
package and broadcast to followers, specific friends or the entire world.
The app also has options for re-viewing previous snaps and even saving
snaps you send or receive.

Snapchat gives you a chance to tap into a variety of interest areas
with visuals and text.
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Snapchat

In 2015, Snapchat launched its Discover feature, which gives users the
ability to follow various professional media outlets that use Snapchat to
send out bits and bites of information to app users. Much in the way that
Twitter can reach mobile users with short blasts of breaking news or
information about a developing story, the Snapchat Discover feature
provides journalists with a similar option just with a different app and
more visual options. Journalists and media outlets noted that this form of
social media will be helpful in engaging potential news consumers and
drawing them into longer form content as well.11

Video
The line between social media tools that provide still images and those that
convey content via video is a muddy one at best. Even though the apps and
many current cameras allow you to capture both photographs and video at
the same time, as discussed in Chapter 10, there are some crucial reasons
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to use video. Rather than rehash those here, below are a couple of video-
related social media tools that can be helpful as you gather and share
information with your audience:

YouTube

This site serves as the standard bearer for video uploads and sharing.
According to a 2014 analysis, the site received approximately 300 hours of
new videos every minute.12 The site allows users to upload videos of
varying lengths and quality for anyone with access to the site via the web
or a YouTube mobile app. The site offers long-term storage of the videos
as well as standard video playback features. Like other forms of social
media, YouTube allows users to rate and share content as well as follow
and subscribe to the feeds of various users. The site contains a wide array
of content, including music videos, television show clips, movie trailers
and original films.

In terms of journalistic opportunities, the site allows the creation of user-
specific “channels” where users can upload and store content for viewers
to watch at any time. The site also offers video blogging options,
advertising capabilities and an expansive reach for content. Perhaps even
more important, this social media channel allows citizen journalists to aid
the mainstream media in telling stories and also to tell their own stories
without the proverbial middleman. According to the Pew Research Center
study mentioned earlier, 39 percent of all videos news organizations use
comes from raw footage shot by nonprofessionals.

In addition, YouTube provides a home base for videos that have gone
viral, thus exponentially expanding the videos’ reach. For example, in
2015, a number of protests on the campus of the University of Missouri
drew national attention. Protestors called for the resignation of UM
President Timothy Wolfe and University Chancellor R. Bowen Loftin after
a series of racial and workplace related issues raised concerns regarding
leadership quality throughout the educational system.

After both men resigned, journalists attempted to capture the resulting
actions of protestors, who had taken over Carnahan Quad on the Mizzou
campus. Those on the quad clashed with photographer Tim Tai regarding
the journalist’s right to be present at the event. Student Mark Schierbecker
captured the exchange between Tai and several protestors on video. Near

170



the end of that confrontation, assistant professor Melissa Click confronted
Schierbecker and called for “some muscle” to remove him from the
quad.13 Schierbecker’s video went viral on YouTube, with more than 2.8
million views. A second longer version, which included his run-in with
Click, garnered another 355,000. Other users subsequently uploaded
versions of his video, the news coverage of it as well as “memed” versions
of the video.

YouTube provides you with the opportunity to provide video content
to your audience as well as share the video of others to help inform
the people you serve.

Sergei Konkov/Getty Images

Periscope and Facebook Live

These services allow users to create live streaming video and broadcast it
to anyone else using this platform. It combines the video-sharing approach
of YouTube, the immediacy of Twitter and the underlying concepts of
Skype. Megan Pruitt of Social Media Week equated Periscope to having
“your own live TV station.”14 One advantage it has over its competition is
that you can make your broadcast available for replay for people who
missed it live. Periscope, which is owned by Twitter, drew more than 1
million users within less than two weeks of its launch. Facebook later
followed with its Facebook Live platform, which has many of the same
benefits as Periscope. Given its dominance of the social media field, it is
possible that Facebook will surpass Periscope in market share by the time
this book hits the shelves.

Many local bands and DJs use these social media tools to showcase their
skills and draw followers as well. Businesses have used the video service
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to conduct live product demonstrations or to take viewers behind the
scenes of their operation.15 As on Twitter, you can follow specific
“scopers,” and as on Facebook, you can show your support for users. (In
this case, it’s through giving the broadcasters “hearts” for their efforts.)
The app also integrates “push” notifications, so when a broadcast occurs in
one of your preset areas of interest, Periscope will alert you to the new
“scope.”

Journalists can use this tool to get in front of breaking news stories. Anna
Jasinski at PR Newswire for Journalists called Periscope “a game
changer,” noting that early users in March 2015 covered an explosion in
New York City with live footage before the traditional media outlets even
arrived.16 The app works with hashtags in the same way Twitter does, so
you can title a broadcast with a tweetable headline to garner viewers. In
addition, you can allow people watching your video to weigh in with
comments and thoughts, thus increasing your interaction with your
audience.

Aside from breaking news situations, Jasinski notes that journalists can use
short live videos to promote upcoming pieces on other platforms or to seek
sources for stories that need help. It is also possible, she says, to conduct a
Q&A with your audience.

Blogs serve a variety of purposes for journalists, including as sources
of information, sites filled with sharable content and as a way to reach
readers with content beyond traditional media.

LIONEL BONAVENTURE/Getty Images

Blogging
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The term “blog” came from a shortened version of “web log” and was one
of the earliest forms of mass communication opportunities for many
people who wanted to write online content. The writings tended to take a
diary-style approach, with the most recent content showing up first on the
site and older posts being pushed deeper down the page. This gave
dedicated readers the opportunity to easily find the most recent missives of
their favorite writers and new audience members the ability to easily dig
through the history of the blog.

Sites like Blogger and LiveJournal launched in the late 1990s and gave the
general public an opportunity to create online diary-style pages of content.
Unlike traditional media, the blog posts were done in a variety of styles
and sizes, giving authors the ability to format their work as they saw fit.
The size of the posts varied from author to author, and the use of language
varied as well, a clear departure from space-driven, style-monitored
professional journalism. As blogging became even easier and more
popular, many mainstream media outlets and professional journalists tried
their hand at the approach, with varying levels of success. Consider these
suggestions as to how best to approach this form of journalism:

Focus on Audience Interests
Blogs often serve niche interests, and as such, your readers will have
specific desires when they click on your site. To retain as much of your
audience as you can, you should establish the purpose of the blog and then
adjust it based on the interests and needs of the readers. For example, if
you decide to publish a blog that explores the issues sixth-graders face in
private schools, you may find an active and engaged readership. The more
you learn about the people who are surfing your site, the more you will
know if you should focus on boys, girls or both. You will also learn
whether your blog is more popular with students than with their parents,
which will require you to adjust your topics and the way you address your
audience. You might also determine which types of topics will draw more
readers or push readers away.

Establish a Tone
Traditional news journalism has long relied on the use of facts and quotes
to create a clear, objective approach to conveying information. Agencies
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like the Associated Press (AP) and United Press International served to
guide the style and structure of the content, while organizations like the
Society of Professional Journalists provided ethical standards for
practitioners. This sense of “tone” helped provide consistency across the
field.

In the world of blogging, you can set your own tone based on how many of
those tenets you want to embrace and how many of them just cramp your
style. As you adjust your language and approach to content, you will want
to consider your readers’ needs and the expectations they have regarding
your work.

Helpful Hints ➡ How Best to Use Social Media for Your Audience

The number of social media tools you can use to share information has
the potential to overwhelm people. When you decide to use social
media as a journalist, it is important to keep a few things in mind so you
can provide the best overall experience for your audience members:

Social media allows you to link to audience members in a wide
and viral pattern. Taking advantage of social media will allow you
to spread your message far and wide.

aelitta/iStock.com

Content is king: The one rule above all else in journalism is that
if the content is good, people will want to see it. All of the gizmos,
gadgets and grandstanding can’t replace strong, clear reporting on
valuable topics. If you don’t have anything important to say, don’t
waste your audience members’ time shoving it at them via 237
social media platforms. All you are doing is annoying them.
Right tool for the right job: Each of the tools outlined above,
and the hundreds of others that will continue to develop in the
next few years, has a specific purpose. You need to make sure that
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you figure out what benefits and drawbacks are associated with
each of them before you use them. Then, you can use the tool
effectively for your audience members. A Periscope video of a
student government meeting is likely going to be as boring as
watching paint dry. Live-tweeting a football game after every play
will be as annoying as a pestering 3-year-old in a candy store.
Figure out what your audience will want and how each tool can
get it to them. Then ply your trade with their needs in mind.
Less is more: Social media tools continue to emerge at a rapid
pace, giving citizens and journalists a vast pool of options when it
comes to getting information out to an interested audience.
However, as discussed earlier in the book, the desire to be first on
every platform and with every tool can lead to “shiny-object
syndrome.” Instead of chasing after every app and trend that
social media throws at you, become well versed in one or two
dominant tools per communication method. For example, don’t
have 29 video apps and sites that you pump random content out
to. Instead, pick one or two video tools or platforms and grow a
quality audience for each of them. This will help you showcase
your skills as a professional and keep you focused on the crucial
element of journalism: storytelling.

For example, ESPN.com and Deadspin.com both use their websites to
cover sports on a national level. However, ESPN relies more heavily on a
traditional tone, including the use of third-person writing for most news
stories, a stronger sense of the inverted pyramid and the AP’s approach to
word choices. Deadspin has no problem using profanity in its work or
having its writers infuse themselves and their thoughts into the content. (A
headline like “So, the Warriors Got Their Asses Kicked” is among the
more PG-rated examples.) The tone for each website works well because
the audience members know what to expect. When you build your own
blog, make sure you know your readers well enough to understand which
tone will work best for you and them.

Offer Quick Reads
Just because the internet allows you to write an infinite number of words
with impunity, it doesn’t follow that your readers will read all of them. As
noted elsewhere in the book, the average human has an 8-second attention
span, so you need to get to your readers quickly and give them what they
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need in a hurry. Look for ways that you can provide simple bits and bites
of information with links to larger stories. In the case of posts that delve
into analysis, you might want to hit the highlights up top before going
deeper into your own “take” on the topic. Regardless of your approach,
consider this basic blogging adage: If you wouldn’t take the time to read it,
don’t take the time to write it.

Be Timely
Traditional news publications had deadlines that attached themselves to
the physical creation of a product. Newspapers needed to be printed and
delivered, so writers, photographers, designers and editors adhered to strict
time restrictions as they completed their work. News broadcasts went live
at 5, 6 and 10 p.m., thus forcing reporters, editors, producers and anchors
to be ready by that time with all the stories for that newscast. Digital media
has both a 24/7 news cycle and a total lack of deadline, leading to both
positive and negative outcomes.

If traditional journalists missed a deadline, the news outlet didn’t carry
their stories, photos or videos. The reporters would have to wait until the
next day or the next deadline to publish their work. Digital journalists, on
the other hand, can produce content immediately upon learning something
newsworthy. This gives them an advantage over their traditional
counterparts. However, without a true “deadline” to keep their feet to the
fire, digital journalists don’t have the same pressure to get something done
as traditional journalists. With that in mind, digital journalists need to
force themselves to be timely in everything they do.

When you get information you believe to be factually accurate, post it
right away. As you find additional nuggets of news, post those as well,
keeping your readers up to date on the topic at hand. Your goal in
producing a blog is to both be timely in terms of getting content posted and
keeping people engaged with ongoing news.

The Big Three

Here are the three key things you should take away from this chapter:

1. Content is still king: Regardless of what approach you take to
social media, you need to realize that the old adage “garbage in,
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garbage out” still applies. Social media users expect value each
time you reach out to them, so don’t waste their time with
worthless content. Your ability to use the latest app won’t impress
them, but your ability to give them useful information will.

2. Right tool for the right job: Don’t use every social media tool on
Earth just to prove the point that you’re good at using social
media. If you spread yourself too thin or you become repetitive
across channels, your work will suffer and your audience will
disappear. Think about how each of the tools discussed in the
book, such as video, photos and text, provide specific values to
your audience members. Then, play to the strength of each tool
when you decide how to convey your content to your readers and
viewers.

3. Be careful: Social media can be deadly to you and your users. An
ill-advised tweet or a shared Facebook post that you failed to fact-
check can undo years of accumulated credibility. Before you click
on the retweet button or share some information, stop and think
about what you are sharing and how it could come back to hurt
you. Only after you confirm the facts or verify the information
should you pass it along to your audience.
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Discussion Questions
1. What social media platforms do you use? Whom do you follow on

those platforms? Do you tend to follow the same people or different
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people across platforms? What made you choose these platforms and
these sources for information on them?

2. People who use social media tend to opt in to networks of like-minded
individuals. What do you see as the benefits and drawbacks to picking
out a few trusted media outlets and ignoring the rest?

3. How do you view social media in comparison with more traditional
media, such as newspaper outlets and broadcast news operations? What
makes these social media options better than these traditional
organizations? What makes social media worse?

Write now!

1. Select one of the dominant social media platforms you use
frequently (Twitter, Facebook, Snapchat, Instagram etc.) and
analyze your social networks. Categorize the people (or groups)
you “follow” on this platform by dividing them into areas that best
explain who they are, such as “family,” “high school friend,”
“sports star” and “media outlet.” Do the same for the list of people
and groups that follow you. Which groups have the most
members? Which people or organizations do you attend to the
most? Do these groups differ between the folks you follow and
those who follow you? Write a short essay that encapsulates your
findings.

2. Select a social media tool that you think has value as a storytelling
option. Research the tool and provide a biography for the tool,
including who created it, how long it has been around and any
other relevant issues associated with it. Then, outline how you
think you can best tell stories with this tool. What are some of the
positives associated with the tool and what are some of the
drawbacks? Write a short essay on your findings. Include
examples of how you have seen the tool used well and poorly.

3. Below are several sets of facts that could be used to create a news
story. Use each set to create a tweet of no more than 250
characters (saving 30 characters for links to the article and retweet
possibilities). Focus on the noun-verb-object construction, and
avoid “text speak” (“U” instead of “you” etc.) in your tweets.

a. State Highway Patrol officers responded to a call of a
disruption to traffic on Interstate 21 early Tuesday morning.
Upon arriving, police found that a 2010 Nissan Xterra had
struck a 1997 Toyota minivan. The Xterra’s driver lost
control of his vehicle and slammed into the minivan,
crushing it into the concrete guardrail on the left side of the
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freeway. The driver of the minivan, Jayne Johansen, 34
years old, was pronounced dead at the scene. The other two
passengers, Jack Johansen, 8 years old, and Carl Johansen, 5
years old, were taken to a local hospital, where they later
died. The driver of the Xterra, whose name has not been
released, was arrested on suspicion of vehicular homicide.
The officers say alcohol was a contributing factor to the
crash.

b. The Monroe City Council met Monday night to discuss
several issues, including the fate of Windborne Lake. The
city owns the artificial lake and land around it, but recently
developers have asked about acquiring the property. Davis
Group petitioned the council last month, asking to purchase
the land for $3 million. The council held a vote Monday as
to if that offer should be accepted. The council voted 7-2 in
favor of the offer.

c. Coach Jerry Gibb of the Homestate University Stallions
football team called a press conference Thursday afternoon.
He noted that he had recently been made aware of several
incidents of teamwide hazing. He acknowledged that hazing
is against university policy and state law. He investigated the
complaints and found that three members of the team had
engaged in hazing. Starting running back James Jackson,
third-string wide receiver Billy Combs and backup punter
Chester Charles did haze freshmen teammates. As a result,
Gibb said he had suspended the players for Saturday’s game.
The Stallions play the division-rival Cougars of Jonesburg
College.

Visit edge.sagepub.com/filaknews to help you accomplish your
coursework goals in an easy-to-use learning environment.
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6 Interviewing

Mark Sobhani/Getty Images
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Learning Objectives
After completing this chapter you should be able to:

Prepare for an interview by creating open-ended and closed-ended
questions that are based on the research you conducted.
Compare and contrast the various types of interviewing opportunities
and understand the similarities and differences germane to them.
Be able to approach a source for an interview and then conduct it in a
way that creates a smooth flow of ideas between the source and you.
Identify problematic questions and be able to restructure them to
improve the interaction with your source.
Conceptualize the value of a source and the information you need to get
from the source, and critically think about how best to approach and
interview the individual.

Thinking Ahead: Avoiding The Awkwardness While Speaking To
Others

The ability to speak with other people and gain information is a basic
element of everyday life. From asking a server what the restaurant’s
special is all the way through to finding out how your best friend’s day
went, life is a series of questions and answers. You ask questions, you
get answers and you gain knowledge. At its very core, this is the
premise behind interviewing.

Beginning journalists often note that interviewing is a stressful and
awkward aspect of the job. They fear asking stupid questions, getting
rude reactions and finding themselves lacking the information necessary
to write a good story. Even veteran journalists note a pang of anxiety
when they have to approach a new source or conduct a difficult
interview.

The purpose of this chapter is to examine what makes for a great
interview. We will recap the basics you know and then look at some
more complicated issues associated with specific sources and situations.
This chapter should leave you with a better overall sense of what should
happen before, during and after a good interview.
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Critically Thinking about Interviewing’s
Purpose
Before we dive in to the nuts and bolts of interviewing, you need to think
about the big picture of interviewing. Although you can memorize the
basics of interviewing, you will conduct better interviews if you use some
critical-thinking skills. People who use rote actions during interviews fail
to understand what they want to accomplish and thus undercut the overall
value of speaking with the source. When you begin a story, you often rely
on the 5W’s and 1H to help you see the most important aspects of your
piece. Let’s take a look at a few of those basic items in a different way to
see how interviewing and critical thinking can intersect and benefit you:

Whether you interview someone one on one or as a member of a
journalism pack, it is important to understand who this person is and
why she matters to your story.

Steve Debenport/iStock.com

Who Is This Person?
This question seems almost too basic, but it is an important one to ask
before you approach your subject. As we discussed earlier in the book, you
can break your readers down through demographic and psychographic
analysis to better understand who they are and what they need. You can
use the same approach as you analyze your source before you conduct the
interview.

Consider how you might approach interviews about your area’s school
system in the wake of budget cuts. If you interview the superintendent, you
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might start with something like, “How are these cuts affecting the
classrooms of your district in terms of overcrowding and access to
educational materials?” If you wanted a frontline look at how the budget
cuts affect the children, you might interview a second-grader with
questions like, “How many friends are there in your class?” or “Do you
have to share your book, or do you get your own?” Sure, you’ll get fewer
quotes from the child, but you can follow up with more “how” and “why”
questions after you establish your rapport with him or her.

Think about how often this person works with the media. People with a
long history of media relations will likely answer questions differently
than people who have never worked with a journalist before. If you
understand this person’s level of experience, you can tailor your questions
and your approach to improve the quality of that person’s answers.
Professional media operatives know how to bob and weave as they dodge
questions, so you might need to be more aggressive. First-time
interviewees could feel nervous about answering any questions, so you
should handle them with a softer touch.

What Value Does This Source Have to the Story?
A grizzled journalism veteran used to remark that the goal of any media
endeavor was to add something to the sum of human knowledge. If you
keep that idea in mind when approaching a source, you will better
understand the value of that source. Many beginning journalists have the
goal of getting a certain number of sources into a story, without
determining the degree to which those sources matter to the story. This is
particularly true when you look at localization stories and personality
profiles.

In the case of localizations, reporters look for people to react to a recent
news item in the hope of providing a local flavor for a national or
international story. In theory, localizations have the ability to show a
“hometown impact” for a broader topic. In practice, reporters often end up
asking people at the mall what they think about a complex national policy
that they don’t understand. This is where understanding value comes into
play.

Democratic Senate Candidate Bruce Braley talks with reporters after
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he escorted his 85-year-old mother Marcia Braley to the polling
station Nov. 4, 2014 in his hometown of Brooklyn, Iowa. The value
of a source will often determine the amount of effort you put into
getting an interview with him or her. Some people are singularly
important to a story while others can be easily replaced.

Steve Pope/Getty Images

If you have to conduct localization interviews, look for people who can
contribute value to your story based on their experiences or their education
on a given topic. Instead of asking shoppers what they think about
international trade deficits, talk to a local professor of international
economics or a business owner who operates in the import/export field.
The latter types of people will have a better grip on what has just occurred
and a stronger sense of why it matters.

The same concerns regarding value arise in news features and personality
profiles. When you look for an individual you want to profile, you will
want some outside sources to discuss that person. That said, you can’t
make up for lack of quality sources through interviews done in bulk. You
need to determine what level of insight a source can provide based on the
story you are trying to tell. If you are doing a profile of a professor who
just won a major award in the field of nuclear physics, interviewing a
dozen students who took her Physics 101 class isn’t going to do much for
your story. Instead, you should interview the people who presented the
award, nationally recognized physicists who can speak on her work and
even departmental colleagues.

How Badly Do I Need This Source?
Value often intersects with rarity. The T206 Honus Wagner baseball card,
for example, has commanded upward of $2.8 million, in large part because
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only 50 to 200 copies were ever known to exist. Conversely, millions of
copies of today’s baseball cards are produced, often making even stars
worth only a few pennies each. In a similar vein, when you examine your
approach to an interview, you should consider both the rarity and the
necessity of a source as it relates to your story. The more places from
which you can gather information, the less valuable any one source will
be. However, if only one or two people can give you the answers you seek,
you might be put in a precarious position.

Think about a story like a county fair. If you are there to do a light news
feature on how much fun people are having at the fair, you have a wide
array of sources from which to choose. If you approach one family that is
playing games at the midway, and no one wants to talk, you can move on
to another group of people. However, if you need to find out if the fair
broke an attendance record, and only the executive director has that
information, you know you have to find her and get that answer.

Consider This ➡Email Interviews

The acceptability of email interviews varies from situation to situation
and from organization to organization. Some journalists see them as an
easy way to gain quick access to a source, while others view them as a
copout that provides less valuable information compared with a
traditional interview. Here are some of the positives and negatives
associated with this approach:

You get quick access for simple answers: The people you want to
reach might be busy at work or trapped in a meeting, but thanks to
mobile devices and a quick click of the “reply” button, they can
give you what you need right away. If you need a simple answer
such as “PAP stands for Pittsville Action Party, right?” or “How
old did you say your son was?” a quick email response will do the
job quite efficiently.
They produce ready-made interview transcripts: One of the
common refrains from people who don’t like something written
about them is, “I never said that.” The best part about email is the
ability to capture the exact words your source chose to use and put
them into your story verbatim. If a source doesn’t like how people
reacted to the story and tries the “I never said that” defense, you
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can publish the email and show that you are right. It’s like a
security blanket for your reporting.
Sources tend to like it: Rather than spending 20 minutes on the
phone or looking for a block of time in the day’s schedule, the
source can time-shift the interview to the first open moment he or
she has and respond quickly at that point. Sources also feel more
in control, as they can compose themselves before answering
questions and get a stronger sense of how exactly to communicate
their feelings in a coherent fashion. Email is ubiquitous, so most
sources understand how to use the tool and feel comfortable using
it to interact with people.

Email interviews can be beneficial in some ways and harmful to your
work in others. Before you cue up a message and submit questions to a
source, think about the pros and cons of this approach.

Devonyu/iStock.com

You end up with weaker reporting opportunities: Email interviews
don’t allow you the opportunity to follow up on crucial issues
right away. With an in-person interview, when a source introduces
a topic or offers an opinion, a good reporter can jump in right
away and ask for clarification or push back on a misperception.
An email interview doesn’t allow that. It also doesn’t allow you to
see how a source will react to a question. If you ask your
chancellor, “Is there any truth to the rumor that you are taking a
job as chancellor of Southeastern Central College?” his reaction
might be worth more than the quote he provides. If he turns red,
quickly throws a file from his desk into a drawer and says, “No,
why? Where did you hear that?” you know you have something. If
you asked that question via email, the chancellor can curse up a
blue streak in his office and scream, “WHO TOLD THAT
REPORTER ABOUT MY JOB INTERVIEW?” Then, he can
calmly sit down at the computer and write, “I have no immediate
intention to change jobs, as I love it here at Northwestern Central
University.”
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You don’t bond with your sources: The best way to get to know
someone is to spend time with that person. Face-to-face interviews
and frequent phone calls that include a little small talk can go a
long way to create bonds between you and your sources. This can
be incredibly valuable when you have big stories or you need an
inside tip. If the only thing your sources know about you is your
email address, you will never develop those kinds of connections
that can lead to exclusive stories.

Before you do an email interview, check with your editor to see what
rules exist about them. Also, consider the type of information you need
and the type of story you are writing as you determine the viability of
an email interview. If email is the right tool for the job and your
company allows it, give it a shot. If not, don’t be lazy or scared; set up a
more traditional interview with your source.

In some breaking-news stories, information is routed through a single
public-relations agent, which makes that person crucial to your story. The
same concern is true when only one or two people know what happened in
a closed-door meeting. If you understand the rarity of a source, you can
determine the degree to which you are willing to acquiesce to that person’s
requests. An important source could demand that you guarantee him
anonymity or that you do not release certain details of an event. If you
cannot get that information unless you agree to those demands, you and
your editor will have to seriously consider these requests. On the other
hand, if a family at the county fair demands anonymity before telling you
how much they enjoyed the corndogs (laugh if you want to, but this does
happen), you can politely decline and move on.

Understanding The Interviewing Basics
The basic elements of interviewing remain constant, whether you are
doing interviews for news, public relations, advertising or any other form
of media. Here is a quick walkthrough on those basics:

Preparing for the Interview
Before you set out to interview someone, you need to feel fully prepared
for that interaction. You need to know enough about the person you will
interview and what that person can add to your story before you ask that
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person to spend time with you. This will help you understand why this
person matters to you and also how to get the most out of the time you
spend with the source. Find out as much about this person as you can by
reading previous articles, any information on promotional websites and
any trade press (media outlets that cover the person’s specific field of
interest) to come up with a well-rounded understanding of this person.

Getting the interview is one of the most important aspects of your job
as a reporter. Where you meet, how long it will be and why you need
to speak with the source are all key points that should be fleshed out
up front.

SelectStock/iStock.com

Getting the Interview
When you want an interview, you should contact the person via phone or
email. This initial contact should establish who you are, what you need and
why you think this person has value to your story. You should also explain
if the interview needs to be done by a certain point in time and how much
of the person’s time you will need to conduct the interview. This will
establish a set of expectations for your source and help ready him or her
for the upcoming interaction.

Interacting With Your Source
When possible, it’s best to meet a source face to face. This will establish a
stronger bond between you and the source. It will also allow you to
observe that person and his or her environment, which is crucial for longer
pieces and personality profiles. You should ask to meet your sources on
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their own turf, be it an office, a home or another place the source
frequents. Sources tend to be more relaxed in their natural environment
and thus will be more at ease when answering questions. You want to be
professional and polite up front, easing into a more laid-back vibe only if
the source asks you to (“Don’t call me Mr. Smith. You can call me
John.”). When in doubt about how best to act, mimic your source’s
behavior and lean toward being slightly more conservative than the source.

Working With Your Questions
You should come to an interview with a set of prepared questions, many of
which are based on things you learned during your investigation of your
source. Four or five basic questions will give you a good starting point for
standard news pieces, but investigative stories and personality profiles will
require more and deeper questions. The goal is to have at least a rough
sketch of the big items you want to cover in the interview so that you don’t
forget to ask something and thus create a gaping hole in your story.

Once you get your questions roughed out, go back over them to make sure
you are clear and coherent in what you are asking. In some cases, the
questions can make sense in your head, but lose something between your
brain and your notepad. You also should ask someone else to review the
questions if you aren’t sure you are getting your point across. These
questions don’t need to be the end-all and be-all of your interview, but
they should provide a strong foundation for it.

Interview Flow
A good story isn’t just a series of statements and quotes about a given
topic. The piece must have smooth transitions and logical movement
within it that will create flow. An interview works the same way if you do
it well, so you need to have a sense of how your interview will go before
you sit down with your source. If you create interlocking questions that
will seamlessly move from one topic to another, you can create flow. This
will make the interview feel more like a conversation than a series of
random questions. If the interview has this conversational feel, the source
will feel more relaxed and thus provide more complete answers. In
addition, flow tends to spark secondary questions on important topics,
which allows you to dig a bit deeper in those areas.
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The 5W’s and 1H are crucial to telling your story, but most
interviews will require you to go a lot deeper than just these simple
queries.

Kalawin/iStock.com

Helpful Hints ➡ Identifying and Fixing Problems With Your Questions

The great thing about having someone else look over your questions
with you or for you is that sometimes what you mean isn’t what you’re
asking. Here are a few question types that can lead to painful
interviews:

Inaccurately based questions: You’ve likely heard the phrase, “Ask a
stupid question, get a stupid answer.” Failing to research can lead to
questions that aren’t factually sound, and therefore land you in exactly
that situation. A question like “So, has your company changed a lot
since it was purchased by the Japanese?” assumes some critical points.
It assumes the company changed in some way (you’re asking if it’s a lot
or a little, not whether it changed). It also assumes the company was
purchased by the Japanese. When you find out it was actually purchased
by the company’s closest rival in the United States, you look ill
informed.

Imprecise questions: Comedian George Carlin once quipped that when
people asked if he’d always wanted to be a comedian, he responded,
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“Well, not in the womb, but after that, yes.” While it’s a bit glib, it
brings to light the point of what happens when you don’t ask the most
precise question. Had these people asked, “At what point in your life
did you know that you wanted to be a comedian?” they might have
gotten a much better answer.

Loaded questions: It’s easy to allow assumptions to wander into your
questions. If you ask an athletic director, “Is so-and-so still your
football coach?” you imply that reasons exist for that person to be
removed. If you ask, “What is the reason you’ve yet to fire Coach so-
and-so?” you imply that this issue is on the table and that the director
either has thought about it or should be thinking about it.

Loaded questions create problems because your sources will find
themselves answering from a defensive position. In some cases, no
good answer exists for these questions. The most famous example of
this is the question, “Senator, have you stopped beating your wife yet?”
If the senator answers “yes,” this implies that he has finally stopped
beating his wife. If the senator answers “no,” it implies the beatings are
still ongoing. A pure answer to that question will not allow the senator
to assert his innocence when it comes to the allegations that he is
beating his wife.

Running through your questions with someone can help you figure out
if the questions are loaded or if they’re just hard questions that deserve
honest answers. Just because a question could anger a source doesn’t
mean the question is loaded.

“It made sense when I wrote it” questions: An awful lot goes on
between the brain and the pen when it comes to writing down your
questions. Sometimes, questions seem brilliant and clear in your mind,
so you reach for your notepad to capture your clarity. Unfortunately,
when the questions land on the paper, they come across with all the
grace of someone falling down a flight of stairs. However, you can’t see
the problem with a question like this prior to asking it, because it’s still
clear in your mind. You notice the problem only after you get that
awkward look from your source, and then it’s too late.

Ask someone to look over your questions and make sure you are
making sense. It’s a lot better to have a friend or colleague say “I don’t
get it” than to have a mayor or a senator or even a professor utter that
line. When your proofreading friend runs into trouble, try to explain
what you meant to him or her. In talking through the problem, you can
rework the phraseology to improve the question.
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Taking Good Notes
Make sure you take good notes throughout the interview so you can use
the material later when you start writing your story. In addition to taking
notes, you should invest in a good digital recorder or a quality app for your
smartphone that records conversations. However, don’t assume a recorder
will save you from having to write things down. Apps fail, batteries run
out of juice and digital files get corrupted. Also, some sources will not
allow you to use a recorder, or you might not be able to get close enough
to a source to make a recording device effective. You should learn to write
without looking at your notepad, and you should develop your own form
of shorthand to maximize your note-taking ability so you don’t miss
anything when a source is speaking quickly.

A reporter makes notes during a news conference with U.S. President
George W. Bush. Bush spent nearly an hour fielding questions during
his last news conference as president of the United States before
President-elect Barack Obama was sworn in on Jan. 20, 2009.

Chip Somodevilla/Getty Images

The End of the Interview
At the end of an interview, you should offer your source an opportunity to
speak on a topic that you might have missed. A simple closing question of,
“Is there anything else you think I should know?” can give a source the
sense you are interested in other topics that matter to him or her. The end
of the interview is also a good time to gather information on other
potential sources: “You mentioned that (NAME) would be a good source
for this story. Could you give me her contact information?” These
“cleanup items” can give the source the sense of finality and help you pick
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up a few extra bits of important information before you leave.

Following Up
In the case of a breaking or developing story, you should keep in contact
with your sources to make sure your readers have the freshest information
possible. If a suspect in a homicide is on the loose, you want to let your
audience know the minute that person is caught. If a tight election or bond
referendum is coming down to the wire, you will want to tell your readers
what the result is and what it will mean to them going forward.

For news features or personality profiles, you should gather multiple
“cleanup questions” for your source before sending an email or making a
call to that person. Repeated calls to verify name spellings or perform fact
checks can annoy the source and undercut your credibility. That said, you
should never feel bad about checking back with a source when you aren’t
sure about something you want to put in your story. It is always better to
be slightly annoying than to be wrong.

Types of Interviews
Below are various types of interviews and some ways you can conduct
them. The list, while not exhaustive, reveals a core set of situations you
will face as a journalist and how best to prepare for them. (We will talk
more about these interviewing approaches in the next few chapters as
well.)

Helpful Hints ➡ On-the-Record and Off-the-Record Interviewing

Of all the terms associated with interviewing, “off the record” is
perhaps the most misunderstood. Professional journalists even struggle
with exactly what this term means and how they are allowed to use the
material an off-the-record source gave them. The underlying
assumption of this approach is that a source is trying to present
information in a way that cannot be traced back to that person. An off-
the-record interview is therefore an agreement between a reporter and a
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source. Consider these issues before engaging in an off-the-record
interview:

Did you both agree to go off the record? An off-the-record
conversation requires both parties to consent to the stipulation that
this content won’t be attributed to the source. A source cannot
decide to unilaterally go off the record. If a source attempts this by
saying, “Well, off the record, I think . . .,” you should stop that
source by saying, “No, I don’t agree to this, and whatever you say
next will be attributed to you.” However, once you both agree to
go off the record, you should abide by the terms of the
arrangement.
How will the information be used? Before you begin the interview
and allow the source to go off the record, you need to have a
mutual understanding as to how this content will be used. In some
cases, the reporter and the source will agree that the content is
“not for direct attribution,” which means the reporter can use the
information, but will not use the source’s name. Attributions like
“According to a senior White House official” or “A source close
to the mayor said” fit this definition. In other cases, the material is
“not for attribution,” which means the material can’t be attributed
to the source, but can be used. A third version of off-the-record
material is “deep background,” which means the source will
reveal the information, but it can’t be used without additional
independent reporting. This is more of a news tip than a true
interview.

Former White House Communications Director Anthony Scaramucci
resigned 10 days after he began his job with the Trump campaign after
a profanity-laced interview he gave went viral. Scaramucci said he
thought the interview was off the record, but the journalist said no such
agreement had been negotiated.

Chip Somodevilla/Getty Images

Is it worth it? When you go off the record, you need to have a
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good reason to do so. If you can get the information only from this
source, and the information is crucial to your readers, you should
give serious consideration to conducting an off-the-record
interview. If the source just wants to use your story to throw mud
at other people or the source is just being difficult, it’s probably
not worth risking your reputation.

Breaking News
Young reporters often find themselves covering a lot of breaking news,
which can range from car crashes and fires to hostage situations and
tornadoes. Most newsrooms have a police scanner (or multiple police
scanners), and when something comes across the airwaves that piques your
editor’s interest, it’s time to grab a notepad, consult a map and get on the
road.

A journalist covers Washington, D.C. policemen keeping back
protesters after the inauguration ceremony confirming Donald Trump
as the 45th president of the United States.

Robert Nickelsberg/Getty Images

Broadcast journalists also spend a good bit of their time at breaking news
events, with good reason. The immediacy of the event plays well to the
“live” element television offers to its viewers. Quite often, the first
indication that something is going on at a scene comes from television
reporters and their video cameras. On-scene interviews are important for
all media, but broadcast has a special need to make sure it can get an
interview with someone during the event.

When you arrive, you might find that the event is still ongoing, as in the
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case of a 12-hour standoff between an armed man and police. Sometimes
you will get there after the event is done and the officials have moved from
taking care of a threat to cleaning up after the incident. In either case, your
first responsibility is not to your news outlet, your readers or your editor,
but to yourself. Always make sure that you are prepared for anything and
that you do not put yourself in harm’s way to get an interview. You also
need to avoid becoming an impediment to the people who are dealing with
the crisis.

Your goal at the scene is to make sense of this situation as quickly as
possible, so the 5W’s and 1H will drive the questions you will ask. Who
was involved in the shooting? Why did the man attack the woman? How
did the fire start? What are you doing to find suspects? When did you first
hear about this accident? Where did the riot begin? Those types of
questions are likely to produce a solid opening news story for any medium.
In some cases, you’ll have multiple questions that emphasize a specific W,
such as “Whom do you suspect of stealing from the bank?” and “Who first
noticed that all the money was missing?”

The one thing you won’t have at your disposal is a lot of background
information. You hear about a fire at Main Street and Fifth Avenue, and
that is all you know before you head to the scene. You probably don’t
know if there was a fire there before or if the building has significance. All
you know is that you need to get over there and find out what happened. In
the case of breaking news, it is permissible to not be fully informed prior
to conducting an interview. You can ask a police chief or a firefighter
some basic questions without that source looking at you as if you are an
ill-prepared fool. That said, certain questions are dumb no matter the
circumstances. If you run into the family that just lost all its possessions in
the fire, the question “So how do you feel about that?” will only raise the
ire of the family in a tense situation and make you look like an insensitive
clod.

News Conference
News conferences give a person or an organization an opportunity to
disseminate a single message to multiple media outlets at once. A news
conference is a great thing for these folks, because it prevents them from
having to release information in drips and drops. It also keeps them from
answering the same five questions on the phone or via email all day. It’s
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good for television, because it provides a ready-made event for reporters to
cover and videographers to shoot. However, if you are looking for a good
interview that yields some specific information, it’s one of the worst places
to be.

Journalism through these “pseudo-events” (a term coined by Daniel
Boorstin in his 1961 book “The Image”) changes the dynamic of the
interview. While the journalist traditionally controls an interview, a news
conference allows the source to dictate the content and purpose of the
event. The source starts out with a specific message and sets the agenda
and the tone for the event. That message is polished and probably prepared
with the help of multiple people. Reporters don’t get the opportunity to
follow up on key issues very often, and the source has the right to walk
away from the throng of reporters at any point in the process. What can
make a news conference even worse is that you might have a great
question on an important topic. If you ask it at a press conference, dozens
of reporters, circling like vultures, are ready to take down the answer and
report on what should have been your exclusive story.

Lt. J. Paul Vance of the Connecticut Police addresses media by his
car before departing a press conference the morning after a mass
shooting at Sandy Hook Elementary School.

Mark Makela/Getty Images

To find your way around these problems, you want to sit back at most
press conferences. Let the other people ask questions first and see what
you can pick up. A press conference can be full of journalists who aren’t
engaging in critical thinking and are more than happy to ask questions in
an attempt to show how much they know about the topic. Figure out what
other people know and then take notes not only of what the source said,
but also some follow-up questions you want the source to answer later.
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You also want to talk to people after the news conference and ask a few
follow-up questions. If you can catch a source after the big event, you have
a chance to get a few good answers that will distinguish your story from
that of your reporting colleagues. You can also take that opportunity to
poke back at a source who might have said one thing to the smiling faces
of the gathering crowd, but had told you something else at a different point
in time.

Person on the Street
A person-on-the-street interview can add flavor to a feature story or add
perspective to a news event. While the head of a company, the sponsor of
the state fair or the promoter of the event might paint one picture, the
front-line worker, the fairgoer or the participant in an event might paint
quite another.

While public figures are beholden to the public, private citizens who have
done nothing wrong have every right to decline to be interviewed, and you
need to respect that. Therefore, you need to approach the person-on-the-
street interview differently than you would most other interviews outlined
in the chapter. A mayor or an executive who engaged in some newsworthy
activity is fair game for media attention, but the “real people,” as they are
sometimes called, have no duty or obligation to answer a reporter’s
questions.

Some people are thrilled that their names will be in the paper or that they
will be on TV later that night. Other people view your request for an
interview as though they’ve been selected for additional screening while
trying to make it through security at the airport. In either case, be polite
and explain what you’re doing. If you’ve got video equipment, try
approaching slowly and without having the camera aimed at them as you
approach.

Hostile
When a controversial story breaks, some sources can be rude, intimidating
and threatening. They can do their best to try to get you to back off and
leave them alone. Regardless of how much bluster someone foists in your
direction, you have every right to ask questions of someone who did
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something that has wronged the public.

Jorge Ramos, a news anchor at Univision, is escorted out of a news
conference. Ramos later returned to the news conference and argued
with President Donald Trump about his immigration policy for nearly
5 minutes.

Bloomberg/Getty Images

You aren’t asking questions for your benefit, but for the benefit of the
readers you serve. The public has the right to know if the mayor stole from
the town reserve or if the gym coach was arrested for assaulting a student.
Your duty to be fair and balanced requires that you call people and ask
them to justify their actions or explain themselves to your audience. You
might feel awkward or scared in this situation.

You need to steel yourself against what is sure to be an unpleasant
exchange with the source and focus on the issue at hand, making sure that
you are even-handed in your approach to the subject. The mayor might not
have stolen, but instead might be the victim of a political hatchet job. The
coach might not have assaulted a player, but the student made the
accusation because the coach cut him from the basketball team. Regardless
of how weird you feel in these situations, you must offer the key players in
your story the opportunity to speak.

Prior to making that phone call or seeking that hostile source, you need to
figure out exactly what you need to know up front and be ready with the
hard questions. While other interviews require you to throw a few softball
questions to loosen the subject up, a guaranteed hostile interview requires
you to be direct. You need not be caustic in your approach, but you have to
get to the heart of the issue quickly, as your first question might be your
last.
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If you get information from the source, you need to make sure that you
check that information with other sources. In the case of a contentious
situation, such as a crime or a firing, people will have specific agendas that
they will attempt to push. Your goal is to sift through the information and
get the best set of facts available to you. If you call a recently fired city
worker and ask why he was let go, he might tell you that he retired or
resigned because the job wasn’t fun anymore or because he wanted to
spend time with his family. Those appear to be legitimate reasons for
leaving a job, but check with his supervisor and see if that information
holds water. The supervisor might say the person was fired for stealing
city property or for drinking on the job. With that information in hand,
make sure you get in touch with the worker again and lay out the
information you just received and ask for a reaction. Never feel bad about
going back to a source to ask more questions in the light of new
information.

If the subject becomes more hostile or more threatening, as in “I’m going
to sue you,” you need to continue to be more polite and more persistent.
Getting in a shouting match with a source does very little good. You need
to keep the source talking and try to keep the source on point. Keep taking
notes as the source speaks, even if she keeps telling you, “I’m not talking
about this.” As long as you have identified yourself as a reporter and stated
your purpose, the source understands what you are there to do, even if she
doesn’t like you or your purpose. Still, the source has the right to hang up
the phone or walk away at any time. If the source continues to talk, what
she says is fair game.

Helpful Hints ➡ 32 Obituaries in a College Campus Newspaper

Kelly Furnas knew his staff had only one chance to get this right.

And the nation was watching.

Virginia Tech student Seung-Hui Cho had engaged in a shooting spree
on the morning of April 16, 2007, killing 32 people and sending the
Virginia Tech campus into upheaval. The event also sent the staff of the
Virginia Tech Collegiate Times into action as the reporters, editors,
photographers and designers scrambled to cover the worst outbreak of
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campus violence in United States history.

Furnas, then the editorial adviser of the Virginia Tech Collegiate Times,
had helped his understaffed crew break the news, deal with the requests
from national media and produce journalism across multiple platforms
for hour after hour in the first few days following the shooting. Now he
had a more difficult task: teaching students, already tired and weary
from the constant pressure of covering this epic event, how to conduct
interviews for the 32 obituaries that would commemorate the lives of
the victims.

After handing out packets of information regarding each of the victims
to his staff members, he gave them about a 30-minute briefing on how
to handle interviewing for an obituary.

“The students I talked to were terrified of the fact that they would need
to call these families and I said, ‘You don’t assume that these families
don’t want to talk,’” Furnas said, recalling that day at a college media
conference a few months after the shooting. “That’s a very important
thing to these families to tell the story of their son’s or daughter’s lives.
That’s a very important thing. A lot of people not only want to do it, but
expect to do it.”

Media outlets vary on how they tend to cover obituaries. On television,
it’s less common to see new interviews with friends or family on the
first day of the story. A simple recap of the person’s life read by the
anchor over some file footage often suffices for the broadcast audience.
In many cases, it’s up to the newspaper to handle these type of stories,
as the newspaper serves the dual purpose of both informing the public
and serving as a record of life (births) and death (obituaries) for a
particular area.

How a publication handles obituaries often depends on its size, its
circulation area and its sense of what its readers expect. In some cases,
the obituaries are all paid for through funeral homes or various
internment services and are written by the families in memory of the
person who died. Some news outlets assign staff reporters to create
obituaries for every person who dies within the readership area,
drawing from basic demographic information provided by the funeral
home and interviews with family and friends.

If you interview a family member or a friend of someone who died as
part of that person’s obituary coverage, you could find yourself
conducting an unpleasant interview. Some family and friends will be
happy to share their memories and recollections, as it is cathartic for
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them to talk about the person who died. Others, reacting out of grief,
will angrily rebuke you and wonder aloud what kind of monster would
bother them in this time of sorrow.

In either situation, your ability to remain polite and almost apologetic
will be your greatest tool in getting through the interview.

You need to explain that you are sorry to intrude on their grief, but that
you wanted to help your readers know a bit more about their friend or
family member.

You need to remain calm if you get the backlash and, unlike a hostile
interview, you need to know when to simply let the interview end.

In the case of a hostile interview, the subject brought the problem upon
himself or herself. As a reporter, you have every right to be firm and
insistent.

In the case of an obituary interview, you need to be more willing to
leave the subject alone when the interview becomes untenable.

“When you make that call and someone says, ‘I can’t believe you’re
calling me,’ you say ‘I’m sorry, thank you for your time’ and you don’t
call them again. That’s it,” Furnas said. “But if they want to talk, or
they think they might want to talk, or they can’t talk now but might talk
later, talk to them. You’re a human being. They’re a human being.”

This also is one of the few times where you need not be concerned with
controlling the interview. If the source is telling long stories or giving
you a lot of anecdotes, feel free to let that person continue to elaborate,
even if it’s not exactly on point. When the source stops, you can always
redirect the interview toward the point you need clarified or the specific
question you need answered. As this is probably a traumatic time for
the source, you want to make sure you are being as sensitive as
possible.

“You talk more about the life. That’s my lesson in writing obituaries,”
Furnas says. “It’s not, ‘Tell me about how they died.’ No. You don’t
ask that. You ask, ‘Tell me about his life. What were his interests?
What did he like to do? What was he like growing up?’ Those are the
stories people love telling. That’s better journalism.”

Profile
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When working on a profile, you need to give yourself plenty of time to
prepare for and conduct the interview, because you need to gather more
than the 5W’s and 1H. You need to gather feeling, emotion and
understanding, so you should spend more than one interview session with
your subject.

The first go-around you can do after gathering the basic types of
information you’ll need to make sense of the subject. Read old stories on
the person, dig through websites and seek other resources to help you
accomplish this. While you’ll need to have a series of questions for that
source, don’t fling them at your source in a rapid-fire manner. Engage the
source with broader questions and observations to prod the source into
longer answers and better anecdotes.

After completing the interview, you will want to talk to as many people as
possible who know the source. Talk to them about not only the person but
also the things you’ve noticed and the stories you’ve heard from the
source. See how well those stories jibe with what the source told you and
also see if you’re really on target with what you think to be important.

Celebrities and even regular people can make for fascinating subjects
when it comes to personality profiles.

Axelle/Bauer-Griffin/Getty Images

Once you complete those interviews, go back and set up another interview
with your subject. This time, you’ll have additional items from other
sources to share with your subject. If there are incongruities, you can iron
those out at this point. If the sources brought up stories the subject had
failed to mention, you can ask about those here. In the end, you should
have more information than you know what to do with when you leave. If
you find that you need more, don’t be afraid to go back.
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Other Purposes For Interviews
Aside from the general information you will want to glean from the
interviews and the chance to observe your sources in their natural
environments, you will also have the opportunity to do a few other things
in interviews. You need to take advantage of these opportunities to really
fine-tune your story, add some flavor to your writing and perhaps even get
your sources to reveal more than they might want to. Here’s how:

You always want to use multiple sources to confirm information
before you present it to your readers as fact.

vgajic/iStock.com

Confirming Information
You might have done an amazing job of researching the merger of
Company A and Company B, and you might feel like you have a great
handle on what happened and why. That said, if you are interviewing the
new president of Company AB, you have a golden opportunity to make
sure you got it right.

Spend some time with that source reviewing the facts you gathered. Ask if
your figures are correct or if the timeline you assembled is right. Have the
source work with you to make sure that you got things clearly outlined
regarding how a merger works its way through various corporate and
government channels. Just because you think you have all the answers
doesn’t make it so. When you have the expert with you, take advantage of
that expert.

For the most part, you will use closed-ended questions to work through
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this process. Closed-ended questions are questions that are meant to have
simple answers and don’t demand a great deal of extrapolation. “Is this
correct?” is probably one of the more basic confirmatory questions, and it
will get you a pretty simple answer. Anything that can be answered with
one or two words is likely a closed-ended question.

Getting “Yes” or “No” or “Mmm-hmmm” as an answer to a question
doesn’t do much to really liven up your story. However, the answers to
these questions help you make sure you got things spelled right or
correctly ordered. As a word of caution, however, don’t allow the source
to snow you under and move you away from certain areas because you
aren’t sure of yourself. For example, you might ask the source, “I
understand you got a $6 million bonus for this merger, is that correct?”
The source, not wanting to look like a corporate fat cat, might come up
with seven reasons why that’s “not technically accurate.” You can allow
the source to outline why he believes that, but you should talk about the
bonus with other people involved in the merger.

Fishing for Quotes
Quotes are the spice of any story, as they allow your sources to speak
directly to the audience in their own words. You capture the flavor of a
source based on word choice, phrases they use or just the information they
give you. To that end, you want to ask a few questions that will garner
some decent quotes.

Thoughts From A Pro ➡ Pat Borzi, Freelance Writer

Even though it has been more than 30 years since he became a
sportswriter, Pat Borzi still remembers what it felt like to be a rookie
reporter covering a professional sport.
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“My first few times in a major-league locker room, I was absolutely
petrified,” he said. “I stammered. My hands shook. A couple of times,
while I waited for a player, nearby teammates taunted me, and I got
flustered and embarrassed. They were testing me, seeing how I’d react.”

Since those early years, Borzi has covered a wide array of sports for a
variety of publications. He spent eight years as a sports staff writer at
the Miami Herald and another 8 at the Portland Press Herald. During
his six years at the Newark Star-Ledger, he covered the Yankees, the
Mets and the Olympics. He currently works as a Minnesota-based
freelance writer, contributing to the New York Times, USA Today,
espnW.com, MinnPost.com and other publications.

Borzi said although he has gained a great deal of experience over those
years, he still feels a twinge of nerves on occasion when asking for an
interview.

“Even now, I’m still a little anxious approaching people I’ve never met
in a clubhouse setting,” he said. “It’s awkward. They don’t know you.
You don’t know them. But experience teaches you how to handle the
awkwardness, put the person you’re interviewing at ease, and deal with
anything unexpected.”

Whether an interview is a quick question after a game or a longer set of
items as part of a deeper piece, Borzi said certain rules apply to his
approach.

“Malcolm Moran, the former New York Times and USA Today college
basketball writer, was one of my mentors, and I follow his lead on this:
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Never say, ‘Talk about such-and-such . . .,’” he said. “First, it’s not a
question. Second, it’s lazy. You watched the game, presumably you did
your homework, and you can’t take 10 seconds to think up an actual
question? That’s obnoxious. Most importantly, you’re not giving the
person you’re interviewing any idea what you’re looking for.”

Borzi also said stronger and clearer questions will almost always lead to
better and more engaging answers.

“Ask a specific question, the more specific the better,” he said. “‘What
pitch were you looking for in that spot?’ ‘What did you see that
convinced you the touchdown play could succeed?’ Things like that.
Short and specific are always better than long and rambling. And avoid
offering multiple-choice: Was it this, or was it this? Generally the
athlete will pick one or the other instead of giving a more insightful
response.” Some of the things Borzi said he learned covering sports can
be specific to athletics (“Never stand next to the laundry bin. You don’t
want a filthy, sweaty towel landing on your head.”), but the most
important things apply to all interviews.

One Last Thing
Q: If you could tell the students reading this book anything you think is
important, what would it be?

A: “One big thing is LISTEN,” he said. “Tape everything to be sure
you quote people accurately. But even so, make eye contact with your
subject (especially in a group setting) and listen to what’s being said
and asked. Don’t stick the tape recorder in their face and absent-
mindedly look around the room. People notice stuff like that. It’s rude.
Worse, you may miss an answer that’s worth following up, leading to a
better story.”

You need to ask some open-ended questions. These questions end up
evoking longer answers because the source needs to elaborate on a
thought, a topic or a feeling. Questions about how something works or
what a person feels about something are usually open-ended questions. If a
source is a good interview subject, sometimes he or she will turn a closed-
ended question into an open-ended answer.

For example, if you asked a boxer who was the toughest opponent he ever
fought, you have posed a closed-ended question that won’t be good for
much in terms of producing quotable material. However, the source might
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feel inclined to expand upon the topic and give you some decent
information and some worthwhile quotes.

You can always mix both closed-ended and open-ended quotes to produce
quotes. The question of “How come?” or “Why do you say that?” can
always follow a question like “Who was the toughest person you ever
fought?” and thus allow you to troll for some quotes.

Provoking a Reaction
Sometimes, you will feel a need to poke at a sore spot, a touchy area or
pick at a wound in order to get a response from a source. Many times, you
need to pose a tough question to an unwilling source. You have a job to do
and you need to get important information from sources. However, there
are some key points to remember before you jab at a source and evoke his
or her wrath:

Does This Matter to My Story?

Sometimes, people want to know something because they just want to
know it. An infamous interviewing moment occurred during the 1992
presidential campaign as part of an MTV-sponsored forum when a young
woman asked then-Gov. Bill Clinton “Boxers or briefs?”

This is an example of someone asking an embarrassing question just for
grins. As a journalist, you hold yourself to a different standard, so figure
out if the potentially painful question is being asked because it is germane
to the story. If the question has value, don’t be afraid to ask it.

Am I Asking the Question at the Right Time?

An interview is more of a chess match than it is a barroom brawl. Take
your time and plot your moves intelligently. If you set the hard question up
with a few softer questions, you will not only have gained some
knowledge from the source, but your rapport might get you a good answer
to the tough question.

Am I Asking the Question in the Best Possible Way?

209



Just as a stupid question will elicit a stupid answer, a blunt question will
elicit a blunt answer. If you ask a man on trial for murder, “You killed
your wife, right?” you’ll likely get an answer full of colorful language that
we can’t print in this book. That said, if you ask it a bit better, you might
get a little information out of your source: “The district attorney has
charged you with first-degree murder, which means he thinks you not only
killed your wife, but planned it with cool deliberation. To what degree is
any of that true and what would you like to say on your behalf?” Neither
question is likely to get you an admission of guilt, but the second version
will likely keep the interview rolling and give you a chance to hear this
man’s side of the story. Just because you have to ask a hard question
doesn’t mean you need to ask it in a cruel or tactless way.

The Big Three

Here are the three key things you should take away from the chapter:

1. Be prepared: Most of the anxiety reporters feel and many of the
bad questions they ask come from a lack of preparation. You
should approach an interview the way you approach a final exam
on which you need a great grade: Study the background material
until you feel comfortable, practice your approach to the material
a few times and then go for it.

2. Understand your purpose: The type of interview, the value of a
specific source and the time you have to cover your story will all
play a big role in how you approach your source and conduct your
interview. Although certain aspects of interviewing are universal,
knowing how to modify your approach based on your needs and
the situation can be crucial to your success.

3. Listen: As Pat Borzi says, you can’t throw out a series of
questions, stick a microphone in a source’s face and call it good.
You need to listen to the source so you can ask important follow-
up questions. Listening also demonstrates a sense of
professionalism that will leave your source with a much better
impression of you.

Key Terms
closed-ended question 113
flow 102
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Discussion Questions
1. What are some of the benefits and drawbacks of open-ended and

closed-ended questions? When are each helpful and when are each
problematic? How do you think you would best use each of these in an
interview?

2. Many beginning journalists say interviewing is one of the biggest fears
and weakest skills. Do you feel that way? Why or why not? What do
you look forward to in conducting an interview? What worries you
about interviewing someone?

3. Of the various purposes outlined for interviewing in the chapter
(confirming information, fishing for quotes, provoking reactions),
which one do you think is the most important for good journalism?
Which is the least important? Why?

4. If you had to interview the head of your university one hour from now
for a profile you want to write on him or her, what kind of background
research would you conduct? Where would you go for this information,
and how would you prioritize the things you wanted to find?

Write now!

1. Select a prominent person on your campus or in the surrounding
area and research this person as if you were going to conduct an
interview with him or her. Consider both news-based sites like
newspapers and television station websites as well as promotional
sites, such as a company’s webpage or professional sites like
LinkedIn. Once you feel you have enough information about this
person, write up a list of five to seven questions that you would
ask this person during an interview. Then, write a short paper that
explains what you learned about this person and why you think
these questions would lead to information that matters to you and
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your campus or community audience.
2. Conduct an interview with a person of interest in your area on a

topic that matters to you and this person. It could be as simple as
interviewing your roommate as to why the apartment is always a
mess or as big as interviewing the governor of your state
regarding funding for higher education. Prepare for the interview
properly, and create a list of questions that get to the core of your
purpose. Then, write a 1- to 1.5-page news story based on this
interview, using a lead of some sort to introduce the topic and then
using direct and indirect quotes for the remainder of the body. (If
you forgot the basics pertaining to quotes, go back to Chapter 3
for a refresher.) Once you are done, analyze your story to
determine if your interview yielded enough quality paraphrases
and quotes. If so, what do you think made you successful? If not,
what went wrong? Write a 1- to 1.5-page reflection paper on your
experience.

3. Find a link to a video or audio interview between a journalist and
someone of interest to you. This could be an athlete, a politician,
an actor or anyone else you think would matter to you. Analyze
the interview and the questions the person asks. Does the
interviewer ask questions that provide revealing or engaging
answers? How forthcoming is the subject of the interview? Are
the questions tough or weak? Does the interview have a strong
theme or does it wander a lot? Write an essay (2-3 pages) that
analyzes this interview and explains how you would have done
things differently, if at all.

Visit edge.sagepub.com/filaknews to help you accomplish your
coursework goals in an easy-to-use learning environment.
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7 Basic Reporting: News That Finds You

Digital Vision/Getty Images
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Learning Objectives
After completing this chapter you should be able to:

Define and differentiate among various types of events you could
cover, including meetings, speeches and news conferences.
Explain how to analyze an event for important news content and how
best to share that information with your readers.
Conduct research and locate human sources crucial to your reporting
effort.
Understand how to report for non-event-based stories, such as
localizations, crime and natural disasters.

Thinking Ahead: Getting Ready To Hit the Field

At the risk of oversimplifying the field, you can divide journalism into
two basic types of stories: those you find as a reporter and those that
find you. We will discuss the first type of stories in the next chapter, as
stories you find are often more complex and require additional effort on
the part of the reporter. The stories that find you crop up in everyday
reporting and include planned events and natural disasters.

This doesn’t mean the second type of story is easy or not worth your
time. Meeting, speech and news conference stories provide the bread-
and-butter coverage for reporters who want to keep readers abreast of
things happening in their area. Game coverage of area sports will draw
readers who want to know which teams won or lost. Business owners
and taxpayers need reporters who will localize broader topics and help
explain what new national laws mean in their neck of the woods. Event
stories will give your readers a lot of important information.

In this chapter, we will review the types of basic stories that need
reporting. In addition, we will examine the things that make events
beneficial or problematic from the point of view of a reporter. Finally,
we will talk about coverage beyond events and discuss how to cover
those stories. Once you feel comfortable enough with the various
reporting techniques you learn here, you can pair them with the lead
writing and storytelling techniques you learned in Chapters 3 and 4.
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Reporting Basics
The core of your writing will come from your reporting. If you do a lousy
job of preparing for an event or gather weak material at an event, you will
have a hard time writing a story about that event. As a journalist covering
something of importance to your readers, you need to have a solid plan in
place as to how to approach the task at hand. The information listed below
will help guide you through any reporting effort:

Research the Topic
If you don’t feel well versed in a topic upon which you are reporting, you
will be incapable of doing a good job as a writer. Think about it like taking
a test: The more you study and the better you study, the more confident
you will feel heading into the test. You want to understand what is going
to happen at an event before it happens, and you want to know what
questions you should ask of your sources. Here are some tools you can use
to feel ready for action:

Previous Stories

News rarely occurs in a vacuum, which means you won’t report on
something that has never happened before. A county board meeting where
commissioners will vote on an automobile tax is the result of several other
meetings at which the commissioners discussed the topic. A controversial
person speaking on your campus likely garnered coverage during previous
speeches on other campuses. A political figure announcing her retirement
at a news conference has likely received coverage of some kind from your
publication at some time in the past.

Few stories you write will be something without prior coverage.
Before you start calling sources, make sure you read previous stories
on the topic.
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Before you start working on your story, look at what other people wrote on
your topic. You can find interesting angles that haven’t been covered,
uncover more detailed background information for your story and get a
better sense of the entire narrative. Previous stories will also help you look
beyond your individual story to determine what will happen after this
single event. It’s like the cliché about seeing the forest through the trees:
You want to see the whole picture before you attempt to contribute to it.

Source Documents

You want to get your hands on original documents so you can compare
what people say versus what has been done. For example, a story you find
on a local political figure might note that a campaign volunteer filed a
formal ethics complaint, charging the politician with voter fraud. The story
might cite the complaint or even quote part of it, but you want to see the
entire complaint before you consider including a mention of it in your
work. The original journalist might have confused certain aspects of the
complaint or could have an axe to grind with the politician. If you examine
the source document, you can determine for yourself the degree to which
you should take it seriously. In addition, you would want to see if other
documents explained what happened to that complaint. Is it under review?
Was it thrown out? Did the person recant? In short, until you know what
happened, you want to play it safe.

Groups and organizations you cover generate a lot of source documents
that can benefit you in your reporting, including meeting agendas, meeting
minutes, official correspondence, formal emails and more. Ask for copies
of these items as part of your reporting prep work so you can get a handle
on the most accurate version of reality.
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Official Websites

Public institutions like universities and governmental bodies maintain
websites that list everything from official biographies on their leaders to
official charters and bylaws. These sites can give you a glimpse into
people who might become valuable sources. The sites can also help you
verify crucial information, such as budget figures and the outcomes of
prior votes.

Private institutions and individuals also maintain websites that contain
important information for you. Corporate websites can give you the
educational background on an organization’s CEO or the history of the
organization. Sites like these can help you craft questions as you prepare to
interview a speaker from that company at a news conference. The sites can
also help you as you try to get a sense of what an organization that is
petitioning the city council actually does and how its proposal could affect
the readers in your area.

Even “nonofficial” websites can be insightful if you need to compile some
information quickly on a quirky topic. Some niche sites will give you
answers to questions like “Who was the last Major League Baseball player
to win 30 games in one season?” to “How many more touchdowns did the
players in the National Football Conference score than those in the
American Football Conference?” Other sites can help you clarify concepts
like “What does ‘footprint’ mean as an architectural and development
term?” You never know what you will need to know for a given story, so
don’t be afraid to research it before you attempt to report on it. As always,
however, make sure you trust the website before you publish information
you find on it, and double-check the information with your human sources.

Seek Sources and Plan Interviews
Your research should help you determine which people will matter to your
story and who will provide what angle on it. Many of the events you will
cover as a beginning reporter will have those sources available to you
without too much trouble. In most cases, those sources will be offering
information to you and anyone else in the room as part of the meeting,
speech or news conference you are covering. This makes life a little easier
on you, presuming that you know each source’s identity, because you can
grab information and quotes while that person takes part in the event. (If
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you don’t know who people are, this chapter includes an easy way to
collect quotes from them anyway. See the box later in the chapter on
quoting people you don’t know.)

The research aspect should help you figure out who the main players are at
a meeting or who is likely to favor or oppose an issue. If you cover
sporting events, your research should give you a sense of which players
are stars and which ones are unlikely to contribute to the final score. You
then know which people you need to find or to whom you should pay
attention.

Prior to the event, make contact with the sources to let them know you will
be there and you might like some one-on-one time with them. If a group
brings in a speaker, contact the head of that organization to see if the
speaker has time before or after the event for a few questions. Before you
attend a news conference, check with the PR practitioners running the
event to see if the main players will be open for extra interview time at
some point. When you are covering a meeting, find out who put forth the
proposals that most interest you, and reach out to those people before and
after the event. The more time you put into the front-end reporting, the
better your story will be when you are working against a deadline.

Make Sure You Are Sure
Accuracy remains the core value of all journalism. If you fail to give your
readers accurate information, they will distrust you and eventually stop
reading your work altogether. In most cases, we don’t attempt to mislead
our readers with our errors, but instead we just screw up. Here is a list of
ways to fix avoidable errors before they make it to your audience:

Check Spelling

Nothing can undercut your credibility faster than misspellings in your
work. Fortunately, we live in a period of time when computers can
autocorrect your work and word processing software includes spell-check
options. Even with these technological blessings, you shouldn’t rely
entirely on them to keep you out of trouble. As anyone who has texted a
friend knows, the corrections your devices make aren’t always the right
ones, and if you don’t look carefully before you publish your content, you
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can find yourself in a heap of trouble.

Go back through your work and read word by word to make sure you
typed the right word or that a spell check didn’t make things worse. This
will keep you from praising a “pubic speaker,” offering to “asses a
situation” or something worse.

Review Proper Nouns

Spell check can save you in some cases, but not in the case of how proper
nouns are spelled. You need to go over each instance of names, places,
events and more to make sure you spelled these words right. Errors often
emerge in one of two ways when we fail to carefully examine proper
nouns:

Whether you use a word-processing program or a pen-and-paper
approach, you need to carefully edit your work to avoid spelling
errors.

Lamaip/iStock.com

1. We assume that if every instance of a proper noun is spelled
identically, all of them must be spelled right.

Consider This ➡Is Objectivity Dead?

In the early part of the 20th century, writers like Walter Lippmann
noted the need for the media to become an objective, fact-based force
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that provides information to the general public. During that era, many
publications had used scandalized content and what some referred to as
“yellow journalism” to drive sales and galvanize public opinion.

In the following decades, journalists learned the values associated with
objectivity, applying it to their writing and reporting. Journalists were
told to avoid letting personal biases influence news coverage. Stories
centered on conflict required a source from Side A and a source from
Side B. Facts, not opinion, were central to good journalism. Many of
those tenets remain part of journalism education, and many news outlets
still aspire to the idea of providing facts to the audience members
without interjecting any sense of bias.

Journalistic advocacy and opinion, however, have found their way into
the media from the days of Lippmann until now. Edward R. Murrow
famously sparred with Wisconsin Sen. Joe McCarthy during the days of
the “Red Scare” in the 1950s. Walter Cronkite stated in a 1968 editorial
that the Vietnam War was unwinnable. “Alternative” press outlets
emerged in the 1970s that rejected objectivity in place of advocacy
journalism, in the hope of bringing attention to important issues.
Scholars also note that even when journalists had espoused the idea of
objectivity, they could not fully detach themselves from the stories they
told, and thus personal biases and ideologies crept into the content.

In more recent times, the line between fact and opinion has become
further blurred. Partisan media outlets offer readers and viewers
information that merely confirms their world-views. Anyone can start a
website, blog or social media presence and blast out content that fails to
meet the rigor and the standards of what journalism students are taught
to embrace. The idea of “facts” as indisputable has become a point of
debate, with some noting that we now live in a “post-fact” society. In
April 2017, Time magazine asked a question on its cover that hit at the
heart of this issue: “Is Truth Dead?”

Given these concerns, journalists now must deal with the issue of how
to proceed with their approach to content. It can be easy to forsake the
idea of objectivity under the guise of “fighting fire with fire.” On the
other hand, journalists can decide to stick with the facts and only the
facts, seeking balance even as other media outlets “don’t fight fair.”
Neither approach offers a perfect answer, but in the current climate,
how we deal with objectivity will define the profession and our
relationship with our audiences for years to come.

2. We examine one or two instances of a proper noun and find that we
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spelled it right. Thus, we stop looking for other cases where we might
have spelled the noun differently.

Go back to your source material and give each instance of a proper noun a
proper examination before you publish. Even if you write something
flattering, the subject of your work will be displeased if you get a name
wrong.

Look Into the Numbers

Journalists often portray themselves as math-phobics who entered the field
to avoid playing with numbers. Even if that describes you perfectly, you
will still have to deal with numbers in journalism, so get used to checking
your math in your stories. Sometimes, the math is as simple as realizing
that the numbers don’t add up:

Running back Chester Charles rushed for 178 yards in the game,
gaining exactly 84 yards in each half.

Children’s book author Emma Mae Fleeger died, Sunday, Oct. 25,
2016, at the age of 87. Fleeger was born in 1929 on Christmas Eve to
Karl and Becca Sue Fleeger in Hope, Oregon.

State Superintendent James Francis argued that a 3 percent reduction in
his $5.3 million budget would be easily handled by drawing down
school reserves by $150,000.

In each case, you can clearly see that the math doesn’t add up:

If you multiply 84 by 2, you get 168, not 178.

Fleeger’s December birthday would make her age 86, not 87.

A $5.3 million budget with a 3 percent cut leaves a $159,000 hole, not a
$150,000 one.

In some cases, the math is more complicated, as you need to check figures
against a detailed budget or you need to calculate interest over a protracted
period of time. If you aren’t sure that the math works, ask an expert to help
you. If you still aren’t sure, don’t publish the material until you feel
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confident in your arithmetic.

Overall, the best bit of advice to which you can adhere is this: Be
suspicious. Each time you see a fact, consider a way in which that
statement might be wrong. Then, use credible sources to verify the fact. If
you approach every element of your work with the idea that it’s probably
wrong until you can prove it right, you will create clean copy with fewer
chances for errors.

Event Coverage
Rookie reporters often cover preplanned events that will provide some
basic information to their readers. The goal of covering these events is to
tell people something valuable, interesting and engaging about what
occurred during the event. As a reporter, you serve as both a conduit of
information that helps connect the readers to the event and a sieve that sifts
out all the minor elements of the event and shows the readers only the
most important things that happened.

Below is a list of potential events you might cover as well as the benefits
and drawbacks of each:

Speeches
A speech is an opportunity for someone to talk to a group of people for a
specific period of time on a topic of interest. Speeches often become one-
sided affairs, as you have one person discussing a subject without any
pushback from another source. For example, if you have the head of the
state’s Democratic Party speaking about the many benefits of voting for
Democrats, you don’t hear about the potential problems with voting
Democrat or the benefits of voting for another party.

Even with those drawbacks, a speech is often the easiest type of event to
cover for beginning journalists. The person at the front of the room is
presenting information that he or she has tailored to a specific audience.
You will likely have enough advance notice to research the speaker and
the topic, so you will have a lot of background available for your story.
The people who sponsored the event will have additional information for
you, and you have an audience full of people who can tell you what they
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thought about the speech.

On Saturday, Jan. 14, 2017, in Washington, D.C., 12-year-old Ryan
Battle, NAN Youth Rep, addresses the crowd at the We Shall Not Be
Moved march, organized by Rev. Al Sharpton’s organization,
National Action Network (NAN). Speech stories are some of the most
common reporting assignments for journalists.

NurPhoto/Getty Images

As a reporter, your goal is to contact the people in charge of the speech (or
the speaker) to get some individual time with the person before or after the
speech. You want to get information from the group that sponsored the
speech, so you can better explain why this person matters and why the
speech occurred at this point in time. During the event, you want to find
the core message of the speech so you can convey that to your readers in
your lead. You also want to keep an ear out for valuable and interesting
quotes that will support your lead. After the speech, you should interview
people in the audience to get reaction quotes that will give you a sense of
how the listeners felt about the event. As always, keep an eye out for
things that happen outside the lines or when the speaker goes off script and
says something particularly newsworthy.

For example, in September 2016, Milwaukee Bucks President Peter Feigin
was speaking to the Rotary Club of Madison about the basketball team’s
mission statement, prospects for the season and the excitement
surrounding its new arena. During that speech, Feigin spoke out about
Milwaukee itself and its history of race relations, noting, “Very bluntly,
Milwaukee is the most segregated, racist place I’ve ever experienced in my
life. It just is a place that is antiquated. It is in desperate need of repair and
has happened for a long, long time.”1

The quote was buried deep in the original story, but it became a hot topic
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for other publications and sports journalists who spoke out on each side of
the issue. Later that day, Feigin issued a statement praising the city and his
love of that part of the state,2 but the issue continued to be a point of
discussion in the following days.

Meetings
Groups, organizations and governmental bodies use meetings to create
rules, decide on actions and move society ahead a little bit at a time. As a
conduit to an interested public, you should look into various meetings and
see what might matter to your readers. Much like a speech story, the goal
of a good meeting story is to find out what happened at the event, not to
report that the event happened. In addition, you don’t want to report on
every aspect of the meeting but rather the few items you see as critically
important.

You need to get a copy of the meeting’s agenda prior to the event. Most
states and governmental organizations have a rule requiring public bodies
to post an agenda in advance of any meeting. The rules that govern the
posting of the agenda vary from state to state, with some requiring only
24-hour advance notice while others require that the agenda be posted
several days in advance. Once you obtain a copy of the agenda, look for
any items that seem interesting to you or that would affect your readers. If
the agenda states the group will enact policy, spend money or fire
someone, you probably want to keep an eye on those items. If you aren’t
sure what the agenda is telling you, call a source or two prior to the
meeting to get a better understanding of what is likely to happen.

Portland Mayor Ethan Strimling speaks during a meeting in the
Portland City Council chambers about rent control proposals to
members on Wednesday, Aug. 24, 2016. Journalists cover meetings
to inform their readers about important decisions officials make.
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At the meeting itself, you need to gather information on those key items,
including if the measures passed or failed and who voted on each side. If
you know who voted which way, you can ask each person for their
rationale after the meeting finishes. For example, in 2011, Illinois’ then-
Gov. Rod Blagojevich was in the process of being convicted of abusing his
power as the state’s leading governmental official. The most eye-catching
charge was that he tried to sell the state’s U.S. Senate seat that Barack
Obama vacated upon becoming president in 2008. The state’s lawmakers
set about an attempt to impeach Blagojevich, and the measure passed the
Illinois House of Representatives by a 114–1 margin.3

As noted earlier in the book, “oddity” is an element of interest, and this
singular dissenting vote clearly fits that category. If you covered this story
at that time, you could easily find a “pro-impeachment” source from the
House, but the most interesting source would have been the one “no.” That
vote belonged to Milton Patterson, a Chicago-based Democrat, who noted
that he would need more information to vote on the measure. He also
argued that he didn’t feel it was his job to impeach Blagojevich.4

As the people speak during the meeting, write down bits of information
you think will be helpful in telling your story as well as any good quotes
that people provide during the meeting. After the meeting, you can
interview your sources to clarify the points they made during the event or
to seek elaboration on the things they said. You can also double-check
basic facts like name spellings and contact information before you pack up
and head back to the newsroom.

News Conferences
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When people or organizations understand that a given topic will interest a
lot of journalists, they usually call a news conference to meet the needs of
the media. The goal of a news conference is to create a singular, well-
polished message that the host can deliver once. This will prevent the
source from answering the same question over and over throughout the
day as various reporters catch on to the story. This approach gives a
specific set of information at one point in time and allows reporters to all
ask whatever they need to all at once.

As a reporter, this kind of event can seem easy to cover. The host will
provide all the material you need in a usable format, the sources you need
are present and everyone seems interested in meeting your reportorial
needs. The event is essentially built for your benefit.

That said, you need to consider potential problems associated with a news
conference:

Everyone gets the same story: In some cases, this isn’t a big
concern, because everyone wants the same story. For example, after
an important basketball game, most of the reporters want to hear from
the coach, the team captain and an important player. When all three of
them show up at a set of microphones, answer all the basic questions
and move on, this is much easier than having to track each of them
down and ask questions they have likely answered for other reporters.
However, when it comes to more nuanced stories, like a company
announcing that it will lay off a few hundred workers, you might
want to ask questions based on some intimate knowledge you
received from an inside source. If you ask those questions at the news
conference, you lose your chance at an exclusive story. When it
comes to writing a story from a news conference, it will take extra
effort to find an angle that distinguishes your work from that of your
competitors.

Helpful Hints ➡ Gathering Quotes at Public Events

One of the more difficult things you face as a rookie reporter is quoting
people you see at public events before you can learn their names. In
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meetings, for example, you have people sitting around a table, talking
about crucial issues and putting out great information. The quotes might
be perfect, but if you can’t attribute them to a named source, your editor
won’t let you use them. If you wait until after the meeting to get names
and then interview the people, you will miss out on what these people
are saying when it counts the most.

Here is a simple way to gather quotes and information from your
sources before you know who they are.

Take a look at this image of a simple meeting:

JohnnyGreig/iStock.com

Fig. 7.1 Table Sketch 1

You have four people in the frame, and you don’t know any of their
names. To make life easier on you, draw a quick sketch of the table and
position the people around it based on what you see.
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Then, try to pick out a defining characteristic of each person. For
example, you might notice that the woman speaking has blonde hair or
is wearing a red shirt.

Fig. 7.2 Table Sketch 2

Whatever characteristic you most associate with her, use that to label
her on your diagram. Pick out similar characteristics of the other people
and fill in the other spots at the table.

Then, use those characteristics to label your quotes like this:

Red Shirt: We can’t continue to fund the program at this
level.

Beard Guy: I understand the need to save money, but we
need these services for people who can’t afford health care
without the county’s assistance.

Red Shirt: I know this is hard to deal with, but we must
consider how much assistance people are getting for each
dollar we spend.
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Blue Tie: We also have to consider the ramifications for
not spending that money.

Ponytail: We spend the money either way. County
emergency rooms cost a ton and we spend more money if
we don’t keep investing in the health care.

Beard Guy: I agree with that. We need some broader
thinking here.

After the meeting, you can go introduce yourself to the people at the
meeting and get their names, including the proper spellings. You can
also use this opportunity to ask a few more questions, gather extra
information or clarify your earlier notes.

Before you leave, add the names to your diagram to “decode” your
notes.

Red Shirt: Jill Jankovich

Beard Guy: Alex Crosse

Blue Tie: Anthony Thomas

Ponytail: Carole Clarque

When officials want to get information to a group of journalists all at
once, they often rely on a news conference. These events can have
positives and negatives of which you should be aware.

Yuri_Arcurs/iStock.com
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It turns news reporting on its head: As a journalist, your job is to
determine what matters most to your readers, seek sources for that
topic and ask those sources questions. This process leads to your
writing a quality story that is audience-centric. A news conference
inverts this process because a source is calling you and saying, “This
is important. You should come here and write about it.” In some
cases, your sense of the event’s value and your source’s sense of it are
similar. However, in other cases, reporters just kind of go along with
the source’s way of thinking and cover whatever is presented at the
conference as important news. The duty to report is not the same as
the duty to publish, so make sure you feel what you learned at the
event is worth writing before you put the story out for your audience.
It can be a snow job: Just because an organization or a person hosts
a news conference to announce something, it doesn’t necessarily
follow that the information is accurate. In the early 2000s, energy
giant Enron collapsed into bankruptcy as corporate scandals engulfed
the company. A three-year Department of Justice investigation found
that the company often lied about its holdings, used fraudulent
measures to prop up its stock value and engaged in other unsavory
activities to increase profits. At the center of this was the company’s
CEO, Ken Lay, who was charged in 2004 with 11 counts of
conspiracy and fraud. After his arraignment on these charges, Lay and
his defense team held a news conference near the courthouse and
categorically denied that Lay did anything wrong.5 In 2006, Lay was
found guilty and faced a possible 45 years in prison,6 although he
died of a heart attack before his sentencing. If you go back through
what Lay said at his news conference and compare that with what the
court determined, you can clearly see that Lay’s media event was
nothing but a snow job.

Not every news conference will be filled with tall tales and outlandish lies,
but you should always be aware of the goal of a news conference: to tell
one side of a story. Your goal as a journalist is to make sure you are telling
all sides of a story, which means you need to find sources who could offer
you another way to look at the issues raised in the news conference. If you
have a hard time coming up with anyone who might disagree with the
people hosting the news conference, consider asking those people for
potential sources.
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Sporting Events
The field of sports journalism is far too vast to outline all of the various
intricacies associated with it in this book. Much of what you have learned
in this book, from how to write strong leads to how to do quality
interviews, will apply in sports as well. That said, one key event not
covered above applies to sports journalism: the game story.

Sports reporters often find themselves in the middle of the action,
covering celebrations and heartbreak.

Caiaimage/Chris Ryan/Getty Images

Gamers require you to attend an event that has an unknown outcome and
determine what matters most so you can communicate it to your readers.
However, each sport has a series of rules that can make it difficult for you
to capture the essence of the event. Some things seem simple: In American
football, the players catch and run with the ball in their hands, while in
soccer, the rules forbid players to use their hands. Other things are more
complicated: In basketball, only the player who passes the ball to the
person who immediately scores gets credit for an assist. In hockey, two
players involved in helping a teammate score will each get an assist.

Authors Scott Reinardy and Wayne Wanta7 list the following items as
essentials for any game story:

The score: Game outcomes are important, so who won and who lost
(or if a tie occurred) will matter to your readers. Reinardy and Wanta
note that although some authors get leeway to try various forms of
storytelling, the score should appear in game stories no later than the
third paragraph.
The atmosphere: The feel of the crowd can vary from place to place
and sport to sport. You could witness Game 7 of the World Series
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with a packed stadium full of crazed fans or observe that a few folks
were sleeping in the stands while two last-place teams battled it out in
the middle of the year. The overall feeling of the event can play a
major role in telling your story to your readers.
Records: If two undefeated teams are facing off for the right to claim
a championship, that can be a major part of your story. Conversely, if
two teams are battling for futility, as neither has won a game this year
and you are watching the last game of the season, this can lead to
some drama as well.
History: Rivalries are a major part of sports and can turn a midseason
game between two .500 teams into an epic battle. It can be something
as simple as a conference game between two high schools or as
complex as the New York Yankees and Boston Red Sox rivalry.
Before you attend a game, find out if any historical significance is
attached to the two teams fighting it out. If you miss that, you could
miss the whole point of the story.
Statistics: Sports stories are often buried in numbers when writers
don’t know which statistics matter most. The goal in covering a game
is to gather accurate statistics that help explain how it was that one
team got the better of the other team. The value of statistics will vary
from sport to sport, as will the amount of value you should place on
specific statistics. Also keep in mind that you should look for
statistical anomalies, including record-breaking performances or
novel outcomes.

For example, an August 2013 Boston Red Sox/Houston Astros game had a
number of potentially memorable moments: The Sox won 15-10, making it
a high-scoring game. Steven Wright made his first major-league start and
didn’t make it past the first inning. The win helped keep Boston at the top
of the Eastern Division, pushing its lead over second-place Toronto to 1.5
games. However, it was Red Sox catcher Ryan Lavarnway’s efforts that
became part of the record books when he allowed four passed balls in one
inning. Wright’s knuckleball, a pitch that is often erratic and difficult to
catch, eluded Lavarnway enough times to help him tie a record set by Ray
Katt of the New York Giants in 1954 and equaled by Geno Petralli of the
Texas Rangers in 1987.8

Injuries: Any time someone is hurt, be it a serious or minor injury,
readers will want to know. In some cases, it can be a devastating
injury that leads to the end of a career, such as New York Jet Dennis
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Byrd, who was paralyzed on Nov. 29, 1992, when he slammed head
first into a teammate during a game against the Kansas City Chiefs.9
In other cases, it can be something almost farfetched, such as what
happened to Kansas City Royal George Brett, who missed part of a
1980 World Series game because of hemorrhoids.10

Cavalier Daily staff member Anna Higgins live tweeted the chaotic
events that happened on and around the University of Virginia
campus in Charlottesville, Virginia, as part of the "Unite the Right"
white supremacists gathering in August 2017.

Twitter post @annahigginsuva

As with other events you cover, you should check to make sure you got
things right. Interviews with players, coaches and fans should help you
fact-check your information as well as gather some crucial quotes.

Basic Tips for All Event Stories
As noted earlier, all events have pros and cons. Regardless of which topic
you cover or which event you attend, here are some basics to help you
navigate event coverage as a beginning reporter:

Understand Your Purpose
If someone else assigned you to cover the event, meet with that person and
find out why this event merits coverage. Editors often have a strong sense
of what makes for audience-centric content, given that they likely started
as reporters. For example, your editor might know that a specific item on a
meeting’s agenda deserves special attention. If you don’t know that going

233



in, you might be looking at something else entirely when it comes to the
core of your story. This will lead to an awkward situation when you come
back with Story A and your editor is expecting Story B.

Improvise and Adapt
Although preparing is crucial, the ability to adapt to a changing event can
help you salvage your story when things change. You might head to the
city council, fully prepared to write a story about how the city will use $6
million to fund a road-repaving project. You met with city council
members in advance to get good quotes before the vote and spoke with
contractors who are expected to get the contract. Then, without any
warning, someone on the city council gets upset about another topic and
the mayor decides to table the repaving vote so the council members can
dig into the new topic. This means you now have to adjust to a new topic,
new information and a whole new story.

Speakers can change their minds and decide to talk on a different topic
than the one you have planned. Events can get changed or moved.
Meetings can take all sorts of twists and turns. A good journalist can adjust
on the fly to these changes and look for the core of the story, even if that
story isn’t the one that was expected. When these things happen, go back
to what makes for the core of a good story:

What is going on?
Why does it matter?
How does this affect my readership?

Once you focus on these items, look for the people who can tell you the
most important information and the sources who can provide you with the
best background on the topic.

Look Outside of the Event
An event story isn’t always what was planned, nor is it always what’s
happening on the agenda or at the podium.

In May 2016, Univision anchor Maria Elena Salinas spoke at California
State University, Fullerton as part of the school’s graduation ceremonies
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and ended up becoming national news. Salinas delivered part of her speech
to the College of Communications in Spanish, and she also called out
presidential hopeful Donald Trump. Audience members shouted for her to
“get off the stage” and some called her “trash.” When she noted that she
would like to “say a few words in Spanish,” someone shouted back “No!”
Whatever she had planned to say was lost along the way, and the issue of
her back-and-forth with the hecklers became the bigger story.11

A 2008 Kirkwood, Missouri, city council meeting turned deadly when
Charles Lee “Cookie” Thornton arrived and began shooting at people in
City Hall. Thornton had a long-standing grudge against the city after his
demolition business had received several citations and Thornton himself
had been ticketed for disorderly conduct. Six people, including Thornton,
died as a result of the shooting.12

A Big 10 college football game between 11th-ranked Wisconsin and 7th-
ranked Nebraska in 2016 went into overtime, with the Badgers upsetting
the previously undefeated Huskers 23–17. However, the bigger story that
emerged nationally was the action of several people who showed up for
the Halloween-weekend game dressed as political candidates. A person
wearing a Donald Trump costume was photographed using a noose to
“lynch” a person in a President Barack Obama mask and prison-striped
clothing. The photo went viral on Twitter, forcing the university’s police
and administration to respond to the image.13

Not every story from an event comes as an agenda item or a key play in a
game. You need to keep your head on a swivel and look for all sorts of
items that might make for important and newsworthy content.

Stories Beyond Standard Events
Somewhere between covering your first speech and conducting a massive
investigative project will be a series of stories that will require you to do
some additional work. Two types of stories tend to fall into the middle of
that spectrum: localizations and disaster coverage.

Media crews and forest service personnel meet with locals during
Ventura County’s Day Fire of 2006. When an international, national

235



or statewide event affects your readers, consider doing a localization
story.

Visions of America/Getty Images

Localizations
The most basic question readers want answered when they read news is,
“How does this matter to me?” Instead of bemoaning the nature of self-
interest, journalists should use it to their advantage. For example, if you
read a story about state budget cuts and how much money is being
allocated to which projects, you might get bored quickly and put it down.
However, if the lead on the story discussed how budget cuts were leading
to a 50 percent increase in tuition at your school, that story would probably
hold your attention from the first word through the last.

When it comes to broader topics on state, national or international levels,
people will often pass those stories by with the attitude of, “This doesn’t
affect me at all.” However, journalists can draw readers in through the use
of localization stories that take those wide-reaching concepts and bring
them home for the readers. Here are a few stories that might seem
pointless to you as a reader of a school or local publication:

Thoughts From A Pro ➡ Ryan Wood, Green Bay Packers Beat
Reporter, USA TODAY NETWORK-Wisconsin

When a famous athlete speaks from his or her locker, a throng of
microphones, notepads and recorders encircle that person, hoping to
capture a few important bits of news to share with a passionate and
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unyielding fan base. These reporters follow teams from city to city and
state to state, asking questions about everything from specific plays in
games to allegations of criminal activity and “friction” between
teammates.

© Ryan Wood

Ryan Wood, a Green Bay Packers beat reporter for the USA TODAY
NETWORK-Wisconsin, is often behind one of those pads or recorders,
as he dispatches content about this football team from the National
Football League’s smallest city.

“I’ve seen good—potentially great—reporters peel out of the business
because there are other jobs that provide better lifestyles,” he said.
“Why haven’t I? Because I honestly can’t imagine myself doing
anything else. If it weren’t for that, I’d probably be doing something
else.”

Wood began his career as a sports reporter and an editor at his college
newspaper before he transitioned to his professional career. He worked
the sports beat at the DeKalb (Illinois) Daily Chronicle, where he
covered Northern Illinois University athletics. He also covered the
athletic programs at the University of South Carolina and Auburn
University before taking on his current job covering the Packers.

As a reporter in a demanding field, Wood said he relies heavily on the
basics when he’s digging into his stories.

“Accuracy is unequivocally the highest priority,” he said. “While I’ve
been covering the Packers for less than two years, my readership grew
up consuming everything they could about the team. If I misspell a
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player’s name from 50 years ago, someone is going to notice. Knowing
that creates a healthy amount of paranoia; I cannot get facts wrong, no
matter how seemingly insignificant.”

Wood said he learned a great deal about how to report in each of his
previous jobs, especially how important it is to work well with sources.

“Probably the No. 1 lesson I didn’t understand in college was the
importance of reputation with the people you work with, especially
sources,” he said. “This business is based on relationships. There is a
constant give and take. In college, I had a hard time seeing the gray in
situations. It was either black, or white. No middle ground. So I ended
up dying on a lot of hills that weren’t my hill to die on.”

As a Packers beat reporter, he said going into an interview with specific
reporting goals has helped him write the most complete stories possible.

“As I interview, I’m primarily doing two things,” Wood said. “The first
is paying attention to any holes in an answer and coming up with
probing follow-ups to fill in the missing information. I’m also thinking
about how the information being presented fits into a story.”

Wood also said that he not only prepares based on the interview topic,
but he also does a lot of prep work based on the person he is
interviewing.

“It’s a real trick to get answers from people who would truly prefer to
say nothing at all,” he said. “Reporters have to be creative in their
approach to interviews, and also smart. While some questions simply
have to be asked, the goal of an interview is to get the best answers
possible. Too many reporters fall in love with their own questions, and
the interview becomes more about what’s asked than what’s answered.
There is more than one way to ask a question. When I’m interviewing a
player, I know there are trigger words that need to be avoided because
they’ll raise red flags, and you’ll wind up getting nothing more than
clichés.”

In this line of work, 40-hour weeks are a myth and the salaries can be
less than ideal, but Wood said even with all the chaos associated with
his field, he loves the job.

“You’ll probably have to move a lot, always willing to go where the job
is,” he said. “You have to be at least open to the idea of living away
from family. You have to be willing to work nights, weekends,
holidays. I’ll probably never have a normal Christmas while I cover the
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Packers. . . . If you accept the profession’s less glamorous aspects, it
can be an awesome job. Obviously, it’s a lot of fun covering the NFL.
Sure beats working for a living. But the best part of this job is the
chance to wake up every day and tell a story.”

One Last Thing
Q: If you could tell the students reading this book anything you think is
important, what would it be?

A: “The most important thing for anyone entering the field is to horde
as much experience as you possibly can. Get involved in student
journalism. When I was in college, I lived in the newsroom. Ate there.
Slept there. Pulled all-nighters doing homework there. Made my friends
there. Met my wife there. The newsroom was my home. I’ve gotten
emails from folks with English degrees and zero student journalism
experience who wanted to know how to enter the business, just because
they wanted to write. I never have anything positive to tell them. They
can’t, at least not in a full-time basis. If you want to give yourself the
best chance to succeed, learn the tools of the trade. Nothing prepares
you for life as a professional journalist like being a student journalist.”

An explosion demolishes an oil refinery 1,000 miles away from your
town.
A Chinese firm has received permission to build an engine that was
previously constructed only in U.S. cities.
The Environmental Protection Agency passed new guidelines about
chemical runoff concentrations in the wake of several groundwater
contamination outbreaks.

As a reporter, you could look at these issues quickly and dismiss them, or
you could look at them critically and think about how each could affect
your audience. For example, the explosion at the oil refinery means that a
company has one fewer facility that is creating usable petroleum products.
That could mean higher gas prices for people in your area if there is less
fuel in circulation. It could also mean other products refined there might be
in shorter supply, thus producing either scarcity or price hikes for
consumers.

In the case of the Chinese factory building engines, that story might matter
to your readers if your city housed one of the factories that previously had
a monopoly on construction. This could mean job losses or wage cuts. On
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the other hand, if a company nearby is responsible for supplying parts used
in the construction of the engine, it might be a financial boon for people in
your readership area. The same pro and con are possible in the EPA story:
Local farmers might be upset about the guidelines and how they affect
their ability to fertilize their fields. Conversely, if your area had chemical
problems, it might be a great day for your readers, who will now see
improved water.

NBC Television newscaster, Lester Holt, left, interviews Kieran
Burke, right, an FDNY fire marshal and resident of Breezy Point
whose home was burned Nov., 1, 2012 after Superstorm Sandy left
millions without power or water in the Queens borough of New York.
Disaster coverage can be dangerous and scary, so be careful and be
calm if you need to report on these topics.

Robert Nickelsberg/Getty Images

Not every story will have a local impact, but you should dig around on
everything from the latest cooking craze to the international deployment of
troops from your country, just to be sure. Look at stories that happen
elsewhere and see if they matter to your readers. If you have a good local
angle, use it to drive your story.

Crime and Disasters
Reporting on things like hurricanes, car crashes and other mayhem doesn’t
lend itself to a lot of hard and fast rules. Some people become passionate
about covering breaking news, including murders and robberies, while
others will do their best to avoid ever seeing blood on the job. How you
react during each of these incidents will be an entirely individual thing.
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That said, here are three universal truths to this kind of reporting:

Stay Calm

When you arrive on the scene of a fire, you may come face to face with a
group of firefighters desperately trying to revive a heavily burned victim.
If you go to a traffic accident, you could see mangled cars and blood
strewn across an entire city block. At these or any other unsavory disaster
scenes, you might be fighting the urge to throw up. Whatever you feel at
that point, you need to keep your head in the game. Take a deep breath and
collect your thoughts. You need to do the job you were sent to do: Talk to
people, gather information and be prepared to tell a story. A panicking
reporter is a useless reporter.

Stay Safe

Rescue professionals like firefighters and police officers are trying to do
their jobs at the scene of an accident or during a standoff with an armed
individual. You are also trying to do your job at that point in time, which
means asking questions and gathering facts. In some of these cases,
regardless of how important you feel about yourself, their job needs trump
yours. If the officials put up special crime-scene tape or tell you what you
can’t touch, you should listen to them. If you don’t, you could get arrested
or injured. Worse yet, you might mess up a crime scene and make it
impossible for them to find out what happened.

Even when there aren’t people telling you what to do or what to avoid, use
common sense in determining your best course of action. Don’t drive into
a flooded area and expect the police to rescue you. Don’t enter a wildfire
zone to get some video and assume everything will be fine. A dead or
wounded reporter is about as useless as a panicking one.

Stay Focused

As is the case with sports reporting, you have a few crucial elements to
gather at the scene of a crime or a disaster. Here are some things you
should consider getting when you go after a breaking news story:

Any death or severity of injury: We talked earlier in the book about
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impact as one of the interest elements, and you will rarely see a more
severe impact than death or serious injury. If someone sustains an
injury severe enough that loss of life is possible, you will want to find
out who can keep you updated on that person’s condition.
Damage amounts: You can also measure an impact in terms of
property damage or loss. In the case of a fire, everyone in the home
might have escaped safely, but the house burns to the ground. In the
case of a rainstorm, poor drainage might lead to massive amounts of
damage in people’s basements. Experts, such as insurance
investigators and fire marshals, can give you a dollar amount
associated with these kinds of losses, thus helping you show the
magnitude of the impact.
Identities of people involved in the incident: Fame is another area
of interest that will matter to your readers, so you should do your best
to figure out who was involved in this situation. In some cases, a
person involved in a crime or disaster can have broad-reaching fame.
For example, in October 2016, two men burst into a luxury apartment
in France, tied up the resident at gunpoint and stole nearly $9 million
worth of jewelry. Although the dollar amount alone would have
drawn attention locally, the event became an international story when
the name of the victim was released: reality TV star Kim Kardashian
West.14

Even if the person involved in the incident isn’t famous in the
broadest sense of the word, the identities of people involved in
accidents, fires, robberies, shootings and more matter to your readers.
It could be a small town’s mayor, the head librarian at a local school
or even just someone everyone seemed to know. People in your
audience will likely know someone involved in these incidents. Get
that information out there for your readers to help them connect to
your story.
What happened: Actions matter a great deal when it comes to a
disaster story. You need to figure out for your readers what happened.
The officials at the scene of a crime or who are helping abate a
disaster will be able to fill you in on the nuts and bolts of the
situation. You need information from them to help walk you through
how the incident started, what made it continue and what will happen
next. Their insight is crucial for you to help explain the situation to
your readers.
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The Big Three

Here are the three key things you should take away from this chapter:

1. Be prepared: You will never feel worse as a reporter if you go to
an event and you have not prepared for it. If you don’t study the
topic, understand the intricacies of the event or know what to
expect, you will have a difficult time gathering information and an
even harder time writing a good story. Do enough prep work to
feel grounded in the topic and ready to gather information with
confidence.

2. Find the story: The point of covering events isn’t to note that the
event happened, but rather what happened at the event. Not every
element of one of these gatherings is worth your attention, so
figure out what will matter most to your readers and focus on it.
This is particularly true of news conferences and meetings. A lot
of things will happen during the course of these types of events,
but you need to boil down the event to its most crucial elements
for your audience.

3. Be safe: In terms of covering disasters, you need to take care of
yourself and stay out of harm’s way. In every other story, you
need to be safe in terms of keeping errors away from your copy.
Always double-check everything you do as a reporter and a writer
before you decide to move on to the next thing.

Key Terms
agenda 119
breaking news 133
gamer 127
localization 130
minutes 119
news conferences 124

Discussion Questions
1. What are the pros and cons associated with speeches and news

conferences? In each case you have a person of importance speaking on
a given topic. Which do you think is easier to cover? Why? Which do
you think is likely to generate content that is valuable for your
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audience? Why?
2. When you see interviews with people on television, what makes them

good and what makes them awful, in your opinion? How would you go
about improving the overall value of these interviews?

3. Of all of the story types we discussed in the chapter, which one sounds
most appealing to you? Why? Which one sounds least appealing to
you? Why?

Write now!

1. Analyze a meeting story in your local paper. What elements of the
story were valuable and helpful to you? What aspects of the story
did the writer touch on that you think didn’t work out very well?
Explain what could have made this better.

2. Analyze a game story from a local publication, examining it for
the elements listed in the book as critical for all game stories. Did
it meet the expectations for these key story components? Did it
use these elements in the proper spots and effectively? What is
your overall sense of the quality of this game story?

Visit edge.sagepub.com/filaknews to help you accomplish your
coursework goals in an easy-to-use learning environment.
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8 Beyond Basic Reporting: News you Have
to Find

Chip Somodevilla/Getty Images
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Learning Objectives
After completing this chapter you should be able to:

Find news features by opening up the aperture of your mind and
learning to see elements of everyday life as potential story ideas.
Understand the basic elements of beat reporting as well as the types of
beats you could cover as a journalist.
Engage in the basics of beat reporting through proper research, source
development and continual follow-up work.
Understand the value of personality profiles as well as some best
practices for profile reporting.
Apply the three interviewing phases of personality profiles.
Understand the role of the watchdog as part of bigger investigative
pieces.

Thinking Ahead: How To Find Bigger Stories That Matter

In the previous chapter, we talked about the news that finds you:
meetings, speeches, news conferences, disasters, sporting events and so
forth. These stories matter a lot to your readers and provide a good
sense of what is happening in your coverage area. However, reporting is
about more than notifying readers that events occurred. You have to
find important stories and seek deeper pieces. If you want to think about
it in a simple way, the basic reporting pieces tend to be about the who,
what, when and where. When it comes to advanced reporting, you will
dig more deeply into the how and why.

To help you get past the basics, we will talk about some of the deeper
stories you can cover and ways in which you can find them. We will
also discuss some of the tried-and-true reporting practices that yield
better overall journalism as you go beyond the simple daily grind of
reporting. This chapter will also outline how beat reporting works and
the ways you can use open-record laws to find fantastic stories.
Through these four story types, you can delve deeper into the world of
reporting and create stories that will engage and impress your readers.

The News Feature: How to Find Stories in
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Everyday Life
In Chapter 2, we discussed the importance of critical thinking and how it
can improve your overall approach to journalism. When it comes to
finding stories that matter to people, critical thinking becomes essential as
you determine what you need to do and how best to do it.

A great bit of advice in finding story ideas comes from author Jenna
Glatzer, who notes that coming up with broader story ideas happens when
you learn to think that everything you experience could become a feature
story. “Once your brain has opened up to this kind of idea generating,
you’ll be amazed by how much more perceptive you’ll become in
general,”1 she writes in her book, “Make a Real Living as a Freelance
Writer.”

A journalist runs out of the Supreme Court carrying a copy of the
decision in Burwell v. Hobby Lobby Stores June 30, 2014 in
Washington, D.C. The high court ruled 5–4 that requiring family-
owned corporations to pay for insurance coverage for contraception
under the Affordable Care Act violated a federal law protecting
religious freedom.

Chip Somodevilla/Getty Images

For example, let’s say you are a courts reporter and you head to the
courthouse for your daily dose of pleadings, convictions and outcomes.
This day could be like any other day if you let it. However, if you follow
Glatzer’s advice and open up your mind to story ideas, you’ll be amazed at
some things you will be able to locate as potential story ideas.

Start with entering the courthouse, where you need to pass through a metal
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detector as a part of the security system. As they wait their turn to enter the
building, people in line are grumbling about how the courthouse used to
have more detectors and let people use different entrances. Stop and think
about that as a story idea: When did the courthouse stop using the other
entrances and why? Is it a security issue or a staffing issue? Did budget
cuts lead to this, or are officials having trouble finding qualified security
personnel?

During the scans, a young man entering the courthouse gets stopped for
carrying a small pocketknife. He has a choice: Leave and return without
the knife or leave the knife at the security station. He says he’s late for his
appearance and doesn’t want to wait in line, so he’ll just leave the knife
there. “Don’t forget to pick it up before you leave,” the officer says,
handing him a claim ticket.

Again, story idea: What is and what isn’t allowed inside the courthouse?
How many people get stopped each year? What is the weirdest thing
someone tried to bring in? Also, how much stuff gets left behind each
year? What is it? Where do officials store this stuff? What happens to it
after six months or a year?

Helpful Hints ➡ Ways to Find Stories

If you are having trouble figuring out how to get started finding off-the-
beaten-path stories, here are some tips to get you going:

Stop tuning out: As much as technology allows us to access more
places and things than ever before, it has also isolated us and
helped us create our own mental bubbles. Headphones that pump
in music only we can hear, smartphones that allow us to text
constantly and social media platforms that cater to our specific
interests build a little cocoon of self-interest for us. As a reporter,
you have to understand that the stories aren’t in those places, but
rather all around us in the world at large. The only way to find
those stories is to stop tuning out. You might overhear a
conversation at a café that sparks your interest in a new trend in
your area. You could notice a plaque or a marker that
commemorates a person or event that might intrigue you. You
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might feel awkward as you step out of your comfort zone, but this
is what reporting requires of you.
Look for simple things: Too often, we try to find a story that will
win a Pulitzer, cure cancer and secure the future of Western
civilization. That’s counterproductive in two ways:

1. You probably won’t find that kind of “big story” every time
you go looking for it, so it’s going to be a fruitless endeavor.

2. Looking for that story will make every smaller story seem
worthless by comparison and thus cheat you out of a number
of good story ideas.

Instead of looking for the giant story, look at the simple things and
see what you can figure out about them. Writer Malcolm Gladwell
took a simple approach when he dug into the complex world of
ketchup. He started with a simple premise: There are dozens of
types of mustard out there, but why does one type of ketchup tend
to dominate the market? His piece, “The Ketchup Conundrum,”
used more than 5,000 words and at least a half dozen experts to
explain why ketchup is ketchup.2

Think about simple things, like “Why do blue jeans have a small
pocket with rivets on it?” or “Where do used bowling pins go
when they’re too beat up to use anymore?” If you go after some of
the small stuff, you’ll have a lot of options for interesting stories.
Follow up properly: Reporters who spend a lot of time on event
stories are used to hit-and-run journalism. They go to an event,
they cover the event and then they move on to the next event.
However, when it comes to finding bigger or better stories, you
need to be able to look at things beyond the day one coverage and
seek out other angles for your pieces. Follow-up stories will
provide you with an opportunity to continue the coverage of an
event or look at an event in a more complex way.

For example, if you go cover a famous poet who speaks on your
campus, you can obviously nail down the basics of the speech in a
single story. However, chances are pretty good that this isn’t the
only speaker who will show up on your campus that year. If the
poet was part of a “speaker series,” it would make sense to figure
out who else is speaking and when, as part of a larger preview.
That would give you a solid, simple day two story.

Instead of stopping there, think more critically about the series on
the whole. Who gets to decide who speaks on campus? What are
the requirements for speakers, and who has spoken here over the
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years who might merit special attention? You also might look into
how much this person got paid for his speech and compare that
with the rates of pay for the other speakers on your campus.
Wonder more: Little kids are great for a variety of reasons, not
the least of which is their sense of wonder. A 4-year-old’s favorite
question is “Why?” Kids want to know how stuff works, why it
happens and the answers to all sorts of other important questions,
like the one comedian Dana Carvey’s son once asked: “Does God
have feet?”3 At some point, we stop incessantly asking “Why?”
because we fear looking stupid or because we stop caring about
how things work. We stop engaging with the world around us and
we no longer enjoy the wonderment we once experienced as little
kids.

That’s a shame, because wondering more will lead to some
incredible stories. When you notice things happening around you,
stop and wonder for a minute or two. Open up your mind to that
moment where you start more sentences with “I wonder . . . ,” and
you will have more story ideas than you can shake a stick at. (I
wonder who came up with that euphemism or what it meant . . . )

Throughout the day, you continue to cover court cases and pick up stories
on the outcome of each. The only things that remain constant are the
court’s bailiff and the court reporter. More potential stories: You can dig
into the way in which bailiffs and court reporters work. Where did the
bailiff go to learn how to perform the duties of the job? How does that
little typewriter-like thing (often called a stenotype machine) work? How
did the court reporter learn how to type like that? Is there a movement
away from this technology, in the age of digital capture?

This example could go on for pages, but the point is that once you learn
how to see stories in every corner of your coverage area, you can become a
more robust journalist.

Beat Reporting
Reporting in a consistent area allows you to know topics, sources and
issues better than if you switched from area to area every day. This
approach to news coverage is called beat reporting, and it allows
journalists to become experts on areas of reader interest as they mine for
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deeper and stronger stories.

UPI reporter Helen Thomas interviews President-elect John Kennedy
at Georgetown University Hospital, during Kennedy’s visit to his
wife Jacqueline. Thomas covered 10 presidents while serving as a
beat reporter and columnist as part of the White House press corps.

Bettmann/Getty Images

Readers seek certain beat reporters’ bylines because they know those
reporters can provide crucial information in key coverage areas. Beat
reporters cultivate sources through repeated contact with them on a variety
of stories. They also frequent the “hub” of activity for the beat, such as city
hall for local government reporters or the courthouse for criminal justice
reporters. Here is a quick look at some traditional beats and how
journalists do good beat work:

Types of Beats
Beats usually fall into one of three categories:

1. Thematic beats: These are based on topics of interest to readers and
usually involve an intimate knowledge in a specialized area. A
publication with a modicum of reporters can assign one reporter to
cover sports, another to cover education and yet another to cover local
government. A larger publication might subdivide those areas so that
one reporter covers boys’ sports at the local high school and another
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covers girls’ sports. If more reporters exist in the sports section, the
publication might divide those beats even more finely, with certain
reporters covering specific sports. Education could be cut into K-12
and higher education, if a college or university is within that
publication’s coverage area. Government could divide into city,
county and state coverage, with one or more reporters in each area.

2. Geographic beats: In some cases, a reporter covers not so much a
specific topic, but a physical area. Reporters can define their beats
geographically, such as a rural reporter, who is responsible for
covering farms and agriculture in a specific part of a county, or a
neighborhood journalist, who might blog about everything happening
within a several-block area. Instead of becoming experts on specific
topics, geographic beat reporters become well versed in everything
that happens around them in a physical area. Many reporters who
work in small newsrooms take on this kind of approach so that a
reporter or two can become a central junction point for important
content in that area.

3. Conceptual beats: Some topics don’t really fit into either of the
previous types of beats and carry with them a more nebulous sense of
the content they provide. These are beats that journalists tend to
conceptualize for themselves or that use specific types of tools to
mine for content. Things such as a multicultural beat or data
journalism can fall into these conceptual beats, as reporters rely more
on the ideas and tools than a specific place or topic. These reporters
can go across coverage areas and work with journalists in traditional
beat areas. For example, a data examination of political donors might
come from a government beat, but it is the data journalists who dig
into the story. Granted, the data itself isn’t the story, but it often
reveals the story and many beat reporters are often unable to dig into
this the way trained data journalists are. Issues such as race relations
or gender gaps can take place in any field, but deeper pieces on these
issues might require one person or journalistic team that can see the
forest through the trees.

Getting Started: How to Become Immersed in
Your New Area
Trying to find stories in a new area can scare a reporter to death. You don’t
know what matters and what doesn’t or which sources are great and which
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ones are weasels. You need to figure out how to churn out quality pieces
that go beyond “held a meeting” stories, and you probably don’t know
where to start. Here are some basic pointers to get you moving in the right
direction:

Interview Your Predecessor

In most cases you won’t start a never-done-before beat. You will take over
from someone who got moved to another beat, plans to retire or will be
leaving the publication for another job. Take advantage of this opportunity
to pump your predecessor for information to get a running start on your
new beat. Here are some specific questions to ask:

Editor Glenn Wallace talks with reporter Crystal Anderson about
story ideas and coverage in the newsroom at the Golden Transcript in
Golden, Colorado, on Dec. 29, 2015. Conversations between
reporters and editors are important in conceptualizing how best to
find and cover stories.

Seth McConnell/The Denver Post/Getty Images

What big stories are coming down the road on this beat?
What stories need extra work or should be followed up?
Do you have any “I wish I had gotten to that” topics you think are
really valuable?
What were some of the most problematic parts of the beat?
Which people were really helpful sources? Which ones made you
wish you never took this job?
Where should I spend most of my time, both physically and in terms
of coverage?
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Don’t take everything your predecessor says as gospel, but use these
starting points to find your footing.

Read Your Publication

Before you can figure out what you should do or shouldn’t do, you need to
see what has been done and what hasn’t. If you look through a good chunk
of your publication’s recent archives, you can get a feel for the overall tone
of journalism done there as well as which stories matter most to editors
and readers. You might have a great idea for a news feature on the beat,
only to find out it’s been done a half dozen times already. You might
assume your beat includes certain parts of a topic, only to find that another
reporter on a different beat usually covers those areas. The goal is to get a
lay of the land so you can best determine your first couple of steps. In
other words, preparation is the staple of all good journalism, and it’s going
to help you get ready to cover a beat.

Talk to Your Boss

Each boss will expect different things from you on a beat. Some bosses
will demand a heavy load of event coverage, with a sprinkling of profiles
and deeper pieces. Other bosses want you to minimize your coverage of
meetings and spend more time doing investigative pieces and personality
profiles. Depending on your news outlet, social media may be more or less
important to your approach to coverage. To fully understand what the
expectations are, you should have a good discussion with your editor to
figure out what approach you agree is best for your beat. This will help
you avoid getting off on the wrong foot on the beat or feeling lost on the
job.

Building a beat requires you to get out of your comfort zone and meet
new people. Take time to introduce yourself to people you don’t
know on your beat and show that you have an interest in their stories.
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Building Your Beat: How to Make Friends and
Influence People
Once you feel confident about the general parameters of your coverage
area, you want to establish yourself as the key contact for people interested
in your beat. You can find a wide array of stories if you know where to
look and to whom you should speak. Here are a few big ways to make
yourself indispensable on the beat:

Get Out of the Office

One of the biggest mistakes beginning reporters make is to send off a
series of introductory emails or make a bunch of random calls to ask
sources, “So, what’s going on by you?” The sources you reach are busy
people and probably aren’t going to say, “Thank goodness you called! I
have so many story ideas I want to give you!” If you want to call the
people or email them as an opportunity to set up in-person meetings, that’s
fine, but the phone can’t be your main connection to the beat.

Get out of your newsroom and go to where the news happens on your beat.
In the case of a beat like education, you could visit schools and the
administration office to get a lay of the land. City Hall is going to matter a
lot to you if you cover local government and it never hurts to know the
desk workers at the police station or courthouse if you get the crime beat.
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When you are physically around, you have a much better chance of finding
out what people are doing as well as seeing things that might make for nice
news features.

Build Sources

The more time you spend talking to people on your beat, the more
information you will get from them and the more trust you can build with
them. When sources learn to trust you, they will be more willing to work
with you on stories and even feed you news tips. The sources can help you
figure out what is and isn’t a big deal in the area, ranging from the annual
school board elections to the annual sturgeon-spearing season.

Talking to sources is a lot like developing any other type of relationship. It
will take time to get a sense of each other, learn what you can say or do
and how you should expect to treat one another. If you are one of a dozen
reporters this source must handle each day, you can get lost in the shuffle,
so don’t be discouraged if you don’t bond instantly. Slow and steady wins
the race.

Gather Documents

As mentioned earlier in the preparation phase, you should read everything
you can get your hands on so you have a firm grasp of your beat. This
applies as well when you start digging into your beat at the ground level.
You want to get copies of all the important documents related to your beat
and determine how they can help you make sense of your coverage area.
Basic documents you want to get include things like meeting schedules,
budgets and lists of important committees.

You want to have copies of the governing documents of the organizations
associated with your beat, such as the constitution, charter and bylaws for
boards of directors or governance groups. It will be helpful for you to
determine what a group can and can’t do at any point in time. You can also
gather the minutes from the previous meetings to determine what the
group did and when. These will also help you determine who voted for or
against certain items, thus allowing you to get a better picture of board
participation.

Get copies of any financial documents that will help you see where money
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enters specific organizations on your beat and how it is spent. In some
cases, these documents are available online and require very little work to
acquire. In other cases, you might need to rely on an open-records request
or two. In either case, it is a good idea to have these on hand, as money
tends to be of significant interest to readers of all kinds.

Helpful Hints ➡ Three Big Tips for Succeeding on a Beat

1. Don’t dis the desk jockeys: The biggest mistake new beat
reporters make is mistreating secretaries, program assistants, desk
sergeants and other people who ride a desk. These reporters also
tend to ignore the custodial staff, building supervisors and other
maintenance people. This is a huge mistake. Custodians know
when people are fired before most of the upper-level managers do.
Secretaries process all the paperwork that makes something
happen. Assistants know when a boss is doing or not doing
something. When it comes right down to it, you’re better off
getting to know these people and treating them well. Simple
chatter while you wait, offering a “happy holidays” to them or
even just stopping by to see them can lead to a much better beat
experience.

2. Get close, but don’t get too close: This can be extremely hard,
but when people spend a lot of time together, they tend to develop
a sense of friendship. Relationships like this with sources can be
great in some cases: They’ll share more with you. They’ll trust
you more. They’ll give you info that you alone will get. The
relationships can also be horrible: They’ll ask you to cover their
“pet” projects. They’ll beg you not to write about their kid’s
drunken-driving arrest. They’ll try to manipulate you. You need to
establish a professional, courteous relationship with your sources
on the beat. You can be friendly, but in the end, you aren’t friends.
Keeping a firm line between you and your sources can keep you
out of some awkward situations.

3. When you start to burn out, let someone know: Coverage can
suffer if you spend too much time on a particular beat. When you
find that you’re running out of ways to make the city council
interesting or you can’t think of another way to profile a school
teacher, talk to your boss and see if there’s something that can be
done. You might be stuck there, but a boss can offer you a few
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ideas on how to go after coverage in a new or interesting fashion.
In other cases, it might be time to shake up the beat system. It’s a
lot like the old “rotational farming” system: When your soil has
been sapped of nutrients because you grew the same crops too
often, sometimes, you need to get something new planted in there.

Continuing Coverage: Simple Ways to Refresh
Beat Reporting
Even reporters who are bursting with energy and ideas when they enter a
beat can find themselves falling into a coverage rut of meetings, speeches
and news conferences. Keeping a beat fresh requires journalists to remain
active and look for new or different things to do each day. Here are a few
tips to make that happen:

Keep in Contact With Sources

Each time you work on a piece, you want to keep in contact with the
story’s key sources. These people are vital to your storytelling and your
ability to keep your readers up to date on the topic at hand. Once you
finish your story, look for reasons to reach out to these people and see if
they have anything else of interest to tell you. If you keep a list of people
with whom you spoke for important beat stories, you can find a reason to
check in with them frequently.

The type of beat you cover will likely determine how often you should
contact certain sources. A big-city reporter on a police beat will want to
check back with record keepers and public information officers at least
once or twice per day. A small-town education reporter might check in
with certain teachers once every two weeks or so. Establish a reasonable
schedule for follow-up calls and stick to it. This will get you in the habit of
checking back with people of interest. It will also get those people in the
habit of talking to you, which will keep them on the lookout for interesting
stories. It might also inspire them to reach out to you when they have
something important to say.

Revisit Older Stories

259



Once you do a big story, the question remains: Did this have an impact? In
most cases, people who find themselves being questioned as a result of a
bigger story will promise change or vow to “look into” whatever it is the
story is covering. For example, investigative journalists in Milwaukee
researched the worst landlords in the city, outlining horrible living
conditions, shady business practices and outstanding debt.4 In one story,
the Journal Sentinel found that former University of Wisconsin basketball
star and former NBA player Devin Harris was behind a company that had
nearly $200,000 worth of building code violations.5 The paper checked
back on this story several months later to find that Harris’ company had
paid off what it owed and was continuing to rehabilitate its properties
around the city.6

Residents Noorhussein Ibrahim, right, and Jibril Koshin, left, showed
a reporter a plywood door that they were asked to use as an
emergency exit by landlord Gregory Nisbet at 188 Dartmouth Street,
on Monday, Dec. 15, 2014. This reporter is updating a story about the
living conditions at this home, which experienced a fire more than a
month earlier.

Portland Press Herald/Getty Images

Clearly, the paper’s reporting had an impact: The taxes and fines were
more than four years old at the time of the first story but had been paid less
than four months after the story broke. This was one of the many follow-
up pieces done in the wake of the “Landlord Games” series, with many of
the stories noting people or companies paying up or fighting the city. The
goal of these follow-up pieces was to provide additional information on a
topic of interest to readers in hopes of keeping them current once the
original reporting had piqued their interest.

260



The goal with follow-up stories is to see if things people said initially are
coming to fruition. A city council member might be embarrassed by a
report that he missed five of the city’s 12 meetings in a year and thus
promised to do better this year. It’s worth a follow-up examination to see if
the representative lived up to that promise. The same thing is true of
stories based on deadlines, such as a goal to hire a superintendent of
schools by a certain date or the unveiling of a five-year plan to create a
more diverse police force. It is important to write about those big plans,
but without follow-up stories, no one will ever know if those big promises
came true.

Connect the Dots

The benefit of spending a good amount of time on a beat is that you can
see things more broadly than general-assignment reporters, who see an
area only once in a while. The day-in, day-out coverage can yield good,
small stories, but when you have the opportunity to connect the dots, you
can show people the bigger picture. For example, you might notice in your
education coverage that a series of retirements over several years has left
the school district with a large number of teachers under the age of 26 and
with less than three years of experience. If you track that over several
years, you might notice that this trend seems to be continuing, with few
teachers staying past their fourth or fifth year before leaving. Is this a trend
of burnout, or is it a problem with the administration?

The same thing is true for covering a broader city beat, such as
entertainment or government, where noticing trends over time can lead to
an interesting analysis piece. Perhaps there is a building on the main
thoroughfare of your small town with a good overall history of
maintenance, ample parking and agreeable property tax rates. However,
every business that moves into it ends up leaving within a year of signing a
lease. Is it a case of businesses that can’t meet a need for that town, or is
the landlord someone who is being unreasonable with rent and upkeep
demands? Why don’t people go there enough to help a business make a
viable run in that spot? Once you notice the situation, you can connect the
dots and tell your readers about the bigger story.

Personality Profiles
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People enjoy reading about the lives and experiences of other people,
which is why personality profiles draw heavy readership. Every person has
a story, and when you can tell that story in an interesting and compelling
fashion, you give your audience a treat. Whether you find an interesting
person as part of your beat coverage or you wonder about the daily efforts
of someone like the roadkill specialist used as an example in Chapter 4,
profiles start with people who intrigue you. These people can be famous
public figures or the people who toil in obscurity, but something about
who they are or what they do makes you want to learn more.

Katie Couric interviews Senator Marco Rubio at the Versailles
Restaurant in Little Havana on Jan. 10, 2015 in Miami, Florida.
Profile stories require you to spend quality time with your subject.

Charles Ommanney/Getty Images

We briefly discussed this kind of story when we discussed narrative
writing, but to write one of these stories well, you need to combine strong
interviewing along with keen observation. Let’s take a look at the
reporting approach you must have to get a great profile off the ground:

Interviewing for the Profile
The profile interview will take several stages and will involve multiple
sources. The truth is, most people don’t really have a strong sense of how
they represent themselves to the outside world. People who think they are
funny might come across as insulting. People who feel shy might actually
be seen as quiet and confident. The trick is to meld the internal musings of
a source with the outside observation you and others conduct to best tell
this story.
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Thoughts From A Pro ➡ Jaimi Dowdell, Senior Training Director,
Investigative Reporters and Editors

As a college student, Jaimi Dowdell found her calling after a
particularly frustrating first experience with reporting.

© Jaimi Dowdell

“When I was an undergrad in college I took a reporting class,” she said.
“It was at Mizzou where we worked for the (Columbia) Missourian
(newspaper). It was one of my toughest semesters because I felt like my
editor didn’t see any potential in my work. I left the semester feeling
like reporting might not be my career after all. I knew I couldn’t take
the advanced reporting class and have another semester of failure. A
friend told me that he’d taken the computer-assisted reporting class and
he thought I’d like it. Turns out it was a great option for me.”

After learning how to engage in deep digging and statistical analysis,
Dowdell found her passion for investigative stories and data-driven
journalism. Today, she is the senior training director for Investigative
Reporters and Editors, a nonprofit organization dedicated to improving
investigative reporting. She was also honored as the 2016 Spotlight
Fellow, which has her working with the Boston Globe. Previously, she
did computer-assisted reporting at the St. Louis Post-Dispatch.

“At IRE, we believe that all journalism should be investigative
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reporting,” Dowdell said. “Journalists need to be verifying facts, asking
better questions and getting documents to back it all up; it’s simply
good reporting. Data journalism is part of that.”

Good reporting also requires journalists to avoid taking things at face
value and making sure to check their facts, she said.

“Get away from anecdotes. Verify information,” Dowdell said. “Stop
relying on what people say. If the police chief says crime has decreased,
get the data and prove it yourself. If the mayor says your community
took a financial hit because of lost tax revenue, get the revenue data to
see if that is true. By verifying facts and not relying on anecdotes we
can inform issues in the community.”

When it comes to bigger investigations, Dowdell said the amount of
time it takes to dig deep can be frustrating, but inevitably worth it.

“When working with data it seems like it always takes a bit longer than
you anticipated,” she said. “With the demands on daily journalists this
can be a bit daunting. The best advice I can give reporters who want to
do this kind of work is to set aside a little bit of time each day to focus
on moving some sort of project forward, even if it means coming into
work 20 minutes earlier or spending a little less time on social media or
chatting with co-workers. By making yourself work on something every
day you’ll chip away at a project and before you know it you’ll be ready
to publish.”

One Last Thing
Q: If you could tell students reading this book anything about
journalism or anything you think would have value to them, what would
it be?

A: “Investigative reporting is important and chances are good that if
you don’t do this work no one else will. We have potential to make a
real impact on our society.”

Let’s look at a few basic elements of interviewing your source and what
you can get out of those interviews:

First Interview

To create a well-rounded view of your source, you will need to commit to
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several interviews with that person. The first interview will give you a
rough sketch of this person and who he or she is. Research you conducted
prior to the interview should help guide you into some general topics, such
as the person’s educational background, life experience and general
interests. This interview does the heavy lifting in establishing those basic
elements and confirming information you plan to include in the profile.

As you build a profile story, you will likely have questions that come
up about information you gathered earlier in the process. Be sure to
check back with your sources when you have concerns.

MartinPrescott/iStock.com

Broad, open-ended questions work well in this situation, as they allow the
source to reveal information in a more fluid, less constrained way. Take
special note of specific things the source discusses as important or
noteworthy so you can ask the source to develop those ideas. For example,
a wealthy businesswoman might make mention of her first job as a
waitress in a small-town diner and how important that job was. A good
follow-up question would be, “What was it about that job that made such a
difference in your life?” It might also be interesting to find out if that diner
still exists. If it’s nearby, you could visit it and see if anyone there
remembers her. Another interesting thing might be to go out to eat with
this businesswoman and see how she treats the waiters and waitresses. She
might tip really well, even if the service isn’t great, because she
remembers how hard the job was, or she might be very demanding because
she knows the job can be done much better.

You want to listen to your subject for small moments that reveal
potentially interesting life experiences. A teacher might mention an
interest in high school theater productions, which could reveal a long-held
interest in the arts. A priest might have a faded military tattoo on his
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forearm, giving you a chance to ask about his life before the seminary.
When a source opens a door just a crack for you, don’t be afraid to peek in
and see what’s behind it.

It is also important to take note of people your subject mentions during the
first interview. If the chancellor of your university says that Mrs.
McGreevey, his freshman English teacher from high school, was the first
person to really understand his passion for education, you need to find out
as much as you can about her. You also want to contact her, if possible, for
an interview so you can figure out how she viewed the chancellor as a 14-
year-old boy. The same thing is true if a source mentions a best friend
from college, a football coach who helped the source become a better
player or a colleague at a previous job. These people are ready-made
secondary sources for you and will helpfully reveal other aspects of this
person.

These secondary sources will be vital to your overall profile because each
person can provide a different view of your source. When it comes to
selecting your secondary sources, worry less about the number of people
you want to interview, but rather the way the sources connect to your
profile subject. If you were to profile a professor at your school, selecting
10 students from his introductory writing course would give you only one
angle on his life. If you interviewed his wife, his mother, his best friend
from high school, his first boss and one student, you would have a more
complete picture of this person. Keep that in mind when you look for
secondary sources.

Second Interview

Once you interview most of the secondary sources you wanted to reach,
get back together with your profile subject for a second interview. This
interview gives you the opportunity to fill in some holes and clear up some
discrepancies. The source might have mentioned that Mrs. McGreevey
was his freshman English teacher, but she remembers having him as a
junior and has the records to prove it. That kind of thing can be distracting
for readers if you don’t clear that up before writing your profile.

Another benefit of the second interview is that you now have questions
that came from your interviews with the secondary sources. Most profile
subjects will remember certain stories or provide specific anecdotes about
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their interactions with friends, family or colleagues because those things
mattered to them. However, the outside sources will likely have different
stories and anecdotes they remember about the source. This is a great
chance to ask about the story the subject’s mom told you about the time
the source made mud balls in the backyard and threw them at the house. It
might also be interesting to find out if the source remembers the time she
told her sister that the closet was haunted, just so she didn’t have to share
clothing space with a sibling.

Third Interview

The last interview is a luxury you might not have, so you might end up
doing a lot of this work during the second interview. If you can meet a
third time, this is the chance to do some serious observation to add color
and feel to the piece. By this point in time, the source is used to your being
around. The source probably feels comfortable enough to be “normal”
around you. You also probably have all the major questions about this
person answered, so you can spend more time catching the details and
descriptors that will allow you to paint a great word picture for your
readers.

Profile stories rely on description, both in terms of the source and the
setting. Be sure to look around you during your interviews to capture
the essence of the source and the ambience of the room.

monkeybusinessimages/iStock.com

You want your readers to be able to see your subject in their mind’s eye,
so gather some basic information about what this person looks like. You
can start with the basics, such as height, weight, hair color, eye color and
so forth. Then, move into things like the way the person dresses and
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presents himself. Does the source wear a three-piece suit or a T-shirt and
jeans? Is this person fashion conscious and can tell you what designer
made every piece of their clothing? When the person stands or sits, is
posture a big deal? Does the source slouch or stand ramrod straight? How
does the source speak? Is it loud and boisterous or quiet and reserved?
How does the source laugh or yell?

You then can move into other aspects of that person’s surroundings, such
as what the person values. Some people surround themselves with walls
full of awards and honors while others fill bookshelves with toys and
knickknacks. Some offices are crammed and messy while others are
meticulously maintained. Some people fawn over houseplants or muscle
cars while others love travel or musical instruments. What that person
values will help you let your readers see the person.

Look for chances to see how the person interacts with others. If the person
is the boss, does she treat subordinates well or poorly? If the person is a
politician, does he pretend to know or love people, only to tell you on the
side he has no idea who these people are? A profile subject who is cold
and distant at work but is amazingly loving at home provides you with one
type of picture. A subject who never wants to go home but loves work
provides you with a different picture. By the time this third interview is
over, you should be ready to write a killer profile filled with depth and
richness.

Working as a Watchdog
Good journalists are inherently nosy. They desperately want to dig into a
story and figure out what is really going on behind the veneer of bright
lights and big smiles. They also want to hold people in power to account
for their actions. All of these elements often converge in what people in
this field tend to call “watchdog journalism.” The media serve as the
“watchdog” for the public, barking loudly to alert readers to areas of
concern and steadfastly guarding the public’s best interests. They shine a
light on areas of public interest and demand accountability from public
officials and private companies.

Stories in this vein can emerge from a variety of sources and in an array of
formats. Beat-based journalists build trust with sources over time, which
can lead to one of them providing a tip on a shady deal or a curious
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situation that’s currently flying under the radar. For example, a good city
government reporter might find out from a city council representative that
a major land deal the council is ready to vote on will financially benefit the
mayor’s brother-in-law. A sports writer on the baseball beat might get a
note from a team source about an injury a star player suffered or a head’s
up that a malcontent pitcher is about to be traded.

Investigative journalists often serve as watchdogs as they dig into piles of
data and documents. Reporters who do this often rely on the Freedom of
Information Act, or FOIA, which is a law used to provide open access to
the actions and records of federal agencies. States have similar laws called
“sunshine laws” or “open-meetings/records laws” that provide the public
with access to documents and official meetings state agencies create or
hold. These agencies must disclose any information and allow the review
of any documents that a citizen requests as long as the material doesn’t fall
under one of several exemption areas, such as personal privacy and
national security. (To learn more about how this law works and how to file
an open-records request, turn to Appendix C.)

Many of the biggest stories of the century involved watchdog journalism.
Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein brought the Watergate scandal to light
with dogged reporting at the Washington Post. This led to the resignation
of President Richard Nixon in 1974. Staff members at the Associated Press
dug into the issue of labor abuses and seafood in 2016. Their collection of
work led to reforms in the industry, the freeing of 2,000 slaves and a
Pulitzer Prize for Public Service. At the core of these and many other
stories is the desire to find out why something works or doesn’t work and a
dogged determination to get answers from people who probably don’t
want to give them.

Consider This ➡Is the Big Story Worth It?

Many journalists fear bigger stories, such as those related to data
analysis or open-records requests, because they involve more time than
they can seem to spare. Others fall in love with their ideas and have a
hard time deciding when the story isn’t really there. As Jaimi Dowdell
notes, investigative reporting has a lot of value, and it is often where
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journalists tend to have the greatest impact. With budget cuts, staff
shortages and a general sense that breaking news is easier,
administrators often have difficulty approving a large outpouring of
personnel and financial resources for a story that might not pan out.

Dowdell offers some things to think about when you need to figure out
if a deeper story is worth the extra time and effort:

Does this story answer a question? The best investigations and
data stories answer a question. Stay away from noun stories. Don’t
do a story on “crime” or “salaries,” because it just won’t be that
good. Seek to answer a question or explain a phenomenon, and
you’ll be in better shape.
Does the story break new ground? Look and see what has been
done on the topic. Just because a story was done in the past
doesn’t mean it can’t be done again, but how can you move it
forward? What is different? Why is this important now or to your
community?
Does the story have potential for impact? We want people to
care about your work. Why should they care about this? Is there
room for change?
Are there victims or does this affect people? Again, you want
people to care about your work, and this helps.
Does this have a point to it? Keep making yourself write down a
sentence or two explaining the story. What is the story? What is
the news? If you can’t do it in a couple of sentences, you need to
go back to work. Keep asking yourself, “Is this a story?” Get
feedback from other people. Be honest with yourself because your
time is limited.

At the end of the day, you need to have a passion for the story and a
desire to stick with it. Otherwise, no matter how good the story or how
deep the pool of resources you have, the story will fail.

The Big Three

Here are the three key things you should take away from this chapter:

1. 1. Anything can lead you to a story: If you open your mind’s
eye and stop tuning out, the world around you is nothing but a
giant bin of story ideas waiting for you to dig in. The more you
view the world around you with wonder and ask “why” about
things that you see, the more likely you will be to find interesting
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answers and fun stories.
2. 2. Focus on people: Profile stories are fantastic stories because

they give your readers an inside look at people of interest.
However, focusing on people goes beyond basic profile stories. If
you see what scares people or what excites people, you can find
some fantastic stories right in front of you. Also, it never hurts to
be nice to people when you are on a beat or other reporting
assignment. Never overlook people, regardless of their social
status or employment role.

3. 3. Don’t be afraid to dig: Deep stories will take more time than
traditional event stories and in some cases might not seem like
they are yielding much value. Don’t worry if your first open-
records request is rejected or a few people initially don’t want to
talk to you about your story. If you remain persistent in your
work, you will eventually get the things you need to tell the story
you want to tell.

Key Terms
beat reporting 142
conceptual beats 143
data journalism 149
Freedom of Information Act 152
hit-and-run journalism 141
secondary sources 150
sunshine laws 152
thematic beats 142
watchdog journalism 152

Discussion Questions
1. What makes for a good personality profile in your opinion? Is it all

about the person, or do the writing and reporting help you care about
the subject? Think about the last time you read a profile. What worked
and what didn’t when it came to helping you see the person in your
mind’s eye and understand who that person is?

2. Think of a simple thing in your everyday life. What would make you
care enough about it to write a story of some kind? Are you interested
in how something is made or why something works? Do you wonder
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who a person is or how that person ended up where he or she is in life?
Did you see a business or a house that always intrigued you when you
drove by but you never bothered to stop? What made that small thing
worthy of your attention and how could you turn it into a story for a
broader readership?

3. What stories do you most enjoy reading on a daily or weekly basis?
(Chances are, they aren’t meeting or speech stories.) What makes these
stories worth reading? When you think of writing a story, how often do
you use stories like these as a guidepost for your approach to story
selection and story writing?

Write now!

1. Read through a newspaper or website that covers your campus or
city to find a story that might be worth a follow-up story of some
kind. Write a short paper (1 page, typed, double-spaced) that
explains the story and how you would propose to advance it.
Include potential sources for that story. After discussing this idea
with your instructor to help sharpen your approach, do some
additional research and interviewing on this topic. Gather enough
information to write a story that advances the topic. Incorporate at
least two human sources. The story should be 2 to 2.5 pages
typed, double-spaced.

2. Review two weeks’ worth of content from a local publication.
Note the bylines (names of the writers) on the stories and see if
they appear on stories in specific beats. Does it look like your
publication operates on a beat system? How many beats could you
identify, and what were they? Approximately how many stories
does a reporter on a beat produce over two weeks, and what kinds
of stories are they (profiles, events, breaking news etc.)? Write up
your findings.

3. Read your campus news outlet (paper, website etc.) and your local
publication as well for stories that would merit a good follow-up
or news feature. It could be a story that looks at the big picture of
a topic, such as what happened to a building project that was
promised several months ago. It could be a broader news feature
on groups that bring speakers to campus or that books theater and
musical acts for the area’s arena. Research the topic, interview the
sources you think would help you understand the issue and write a
multiple-source story on the topic.
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9 Broadcast-Style Writing and Voicing

Vertigo3d/iStock.com
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Learning Objectives
After completing this chapter you should be able to:

Construct a standard broadcast story, keeping in mind the impact of
audio and video on your storytelling.
Define and differentiate among the types of broadcast stories and
explain how and when to use them.
Apply strategies of writing for the ear instead of writing for the eye.
Understand the differences between print and broadcast writing in
terms of script style, formatting and story structure.
Apply concepts of pace and flow to sentence construction and story
structure.

Thinking Ahead: Writing Scripts and Building Stories

Throughout the 20th century, broadcast journalism evolved to meet the
advances in technology and the needs of an ever-changing audience. As
the devices became less magical and more ubiquitous, users began to
use broadcast content as a companion for their daily lives. No longer
did they actively attend to the machine, but instead let the news, sports
and entertainment information of the day fill the background as they
worked on other things. That trend has continued, as distracted
audiences balance daily life with a variety of media devices and a
constant stream of content. This means that broadcast writing will vary
from the standard inverted pyramid you see in newspapers and on many
websites.

Broadcasters work like print reporters in terms of filing content for
traditional media platforms as well as posting content on the web and
using social media to reach potential viewers. Regardless of the
platform on which you place your video work, you will need to write in
a broadcast style to help augment your video, tell your story effectively
and reach your audience with quality content. At the core of broadcast
writing is the standard set of principles that guide all journalists: factual
accuracy, ethical behavior, fairness and audience centricity.

This chapter will outline the ways in which broadcast writing is similar
to and yet different from the types of writing you have done to this
point. This examination will include an analysis of the various types of
audio and video stories broadcast journalists use to tell stories. We will
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also look at the best ways to improve your scripts and serve your
audiences. The next few chapters will build on this basic skill by adding
video and audio gathering as well as techniques to edit all of this
together to create a complete digital experience for your viewers.

Broadcast Style: Different, Yet the Same
Journalists who use video and audio have different needs from those of
text-based reporters, thus making their job easier in some cases and more
difficult in others. The use of video, for example, can make it easier for a
broadcast journalist to set a scene for an audience. Conversely, a distracted
audience and time restrictions can force broadcast journalists to do a lot
more storytelling with a lot fewer words.

Broadcast style takes into account how the messages are sent and
received. While text-based journalists write for people who read the
content, broadcasters must think about how their work sounds when it
is spoken and when it is heard.

gmutlu/iStock.com

Because of these differences, broadcast journalists often get a bad rap for
oversimplifying the news or using less formal verbiage to tell their stories.
This is unfair, as the broadcast journalists are simply using the tools
available to them in the best way possible to serve the audience. Their
approach isn’t better or worse, just different from text-based journalism.

Broadcast journalists still focus on the interest elements noted earlier in the
book, but they place a premium on immediacy. The use of video and the
“live” nature of broadcast journalism allows them to accentuate the “now”
element of journalism. That can make the content seem fresher to the

276



viewers, and it can help the viewers feel more up to date on important
topics.

The style of writing also provides an interpersonal feel to the content.
Unlike print-style reporters, broadcast journalists appear in their own
work, both through video clips known as standups and through the use of
interpersonal language. While both forms of media attempt to remain
objective in news coverage, broadcasters can use second-person writing to
reach the viewers and also take part in the journalism, through
investigative pieces and participatory stories.

Broadcast also relies on the use of the spoken word and the video image to
tell stories. Pairing these elements can be a challenge, as some stories are
crucial but lack compelling visuals and other pieces are too complex to
wedge into a minute or two of TV time. However, the more practiced you
become at writing and video work (see Chapters 10 and 11 for more on
this), the better prepared you will be in working through these issues.

Thoughts From A Pro ➡ Lauren Leamanczyk, Investigative Reporter,
KARE-11

If a broadcast story isn’t visually appealing and packaged interestingly,
it will fail, veteran TV reporter Lauren Leamanczyk says.

KARE-11
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“This is the most vital part of television news,” she says. “It is
important for the reporter to think about the visual elements from the
moment a story is conceived.”

Leamanczyk is a member of the I-TEAM at KARE-11 in Minneapolis.
Prior to arriving in Minnesota, she served as an investigative reporter
and fill-in anchor at WBZ-TV, the CBS affiliate in Boston. She also
worked at various stations throughout the Midwest.

Leamanczyk says she spends most of her time on a story thinking about
how best to reach her audience in a meaningful way.

“In morning and afternoon meetings, there is a lot of discussion about
what a viewer will find interesting, why it’s important to them and the
big ‘who cares’ factor,” she says. “Our entire existence relies on
viewers. If we don’t give them content they find necessary, informative
and appealing, they’ll find another news outlet.”

As she works on a story, Leamanczyk says she always tries to “bring
the viewers” to the scene and help them feel something, through
character development, strong visuals and natural sound. She also
focuses on pairing the visual with the script, because that approach can
make the difference between a good package and a great one.

“I work with professional photographers and editors and we talk about
the visuals right away,” Leamanczyk says. “I make sure to set up the b-
roll opportunities when I set up the interviews. When I write a script, I
keep the video and audio in mind. Do not write a line of track without
knowing how your video editor will cover it.”
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Throughout the scriptwriting process, Leamanczyk says she focuses on
storytelling both in terms of the words she uses and how she voices the
script.

“It is tempting to affect an ‘anchor voice’ to track a package,” she says.
“Avoid this! Take a deep breath and speak with authority, but also as
you would tell a story to someone who is in the room with you.”

Even on tough deadlines and with complex pieces, Leamanczyk says
she starts by asking herself “What’s the point?” of the story before
diving into her writing.

“It can be tempting to get bogged down in the minutiae of a story but
that can easily be lost on TV,” she says. “Know you’re writing what
you want the audience to take from the piece.”

One Last Thing
Q: If you could tell students anything about media writing or anything
you have seen in your time in the field, what would it be?

A: “Rid yourselves of the notion that TV news is somehow glamorous.
It is hard, requires standing for hours in a bone chilling cold to get one
shot or soundbite and forces you to miss time with your family. It
doesn’t pay very well until you get to the large markets and no one will
do your hair or makeup. You will find yourself in situations that are
uncomfortable and people will often not be happy to see you. Trying
hard is no guarantee of success.

It is also exhilarating, at times gives you a front row seat to history and
allows you to stretch your creative muscles. You will get paid to
experience people and places that you would never come across in your
daily life, and on occasion it affords you the opportunity to affect real
change.

I love the adrenaline. I love the wacky culture of newsrooms. I get a
rush out of the people I meet and the stories they entrust me to tell. I
feel like sometimes I’ve been able to make a difference by doing that.
That’s why it’s all worth it to me. You have to decide if it’s worth it to
you.”

Script Writing 101
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Given these strengths and weaknesses, you can understand now why
broadcasters need to make some adjustments to their writing. Consider
these suggestions when you write your script:

Write Short
Writers in various text-based formats often talk about avoiding “flabby”
writing and trimming unneeded words to make the writing “leaner.” If
print and web writing are lean, broadcast writing has to be skinny. You
need to write short so that your audience members can get what they need
without getting lost. This means starting with the noun and the verb and
adding only what is crucial as you construct your sentence. This means
finding the perfect adjective or adverb instead of using three passable ones.
This means you should use common vernacular in a straightforward way.
Keep your writing short and tight.

Good broadcasters invest time in creating quality scripts that help
them tell stories effectively.

Chip Somodevilla/Getty Images
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Use Active Voice
Broadcasters who want to keep their copy tight will rely on the noun-verb-
object structure discussed throughout the book. This form of writing, often
called active voice, creates a strong “who did what to whom” approach
that gives your viewers a clear picture of what happened. In contrast to
passive voice, the structure allows for concrete nouns and vigorous verbs,
both of which help audience members get crucial information easily. It
also uses a sentence structure that best reflects how we would normally
speak. Consider the following sentences:

Active: I left my car unlocked, and someone stole my wallet from the
glove box.

Passive: Because the car was left unlocked by me, my wallet was able
to be stolen from the glove box.

The first sentence sounds like something you might actually say, while the
second sentence sounds like a word jumble. In addition, the first sentence
has 14 words, and the second one has 19.

Write for the Ear
One major difference between text-based content and broadcast content is
how the audience members interact with the content. Print publications
and websites provide text that people consume with their eyes. Broadcast
journalism has journalists speaking the content and people hearing it. With
that in mind, you need to write less for the eyes and more for the ears of
your audience.

Aside from keeping sentences short, you need to use common words and
keep word usage to common meanings. Don’t use anything that would
have your audience reaching for a dictionary unless it is absolutely
necessary.

Standard print approach: The Graves Elevator company has issued a
full recall on its most recent line of cars after engineers discovered that
the flywheels in the governors were not properly slowing the cars’
descent.
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Standard broadcast approach: The Graves Elevator company says it
is recalling its newest elevators after engineers discovered the cars were
going down too fast.

You also need to use words that take advantage of sound and senses.
Certain words have sounds built right into them, like “hum” and “click”
and “slap.” Other words have specific feelings that go with them as well
and appeal to the senses. There is a difference between a “fragrant fruity
wisp” of a smell and “an overpowering stench.” The same is true when it
comes to touch: “moist” is different from “wet,” which is different from
“soaked.” Make sure your word choices convey the most accurate meaning
while still catering to the ears of your audience members.

Journalist Dan Rather sits on the set of CBS News June 10, 1999 in
New York City. Rather’s speaking pace and rich vocal tone made him
a favorite broadcaster among many U.S. viewers.

Evan Kafka/Getty Images

Consider Pace and Flow
In broadcast journalism, your writing can’t just be “good on paper.”
Sentences that meet structural standards and abide by rules of grammar
might work in a newspaper or on the web, but if the sentences don’t sound
good when read aloud, they won’t work on TV or radio. This is where
issues of pace and flow come into play.

Pace: This is how quickly or slowly you can read through a piece.
Tighter sentences can quicken the pace, while longer sentences can
slow the story down. This is also true of the word choices you make
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and the amount of superfluous information you have in your writing.
This isn’t to say that all stories should race by and that all copy
should be stripped of details. However, you need to let the pace match
the story’s overall feel. If you write a story about a lazy summer day
on a quiet lake, you want that story to have more of a methodical and
purposeful pace to it. If you write about a rapid-fire exchange
between angry school board members or a fast-moving football game,
you want the pace to reflect that as well. Word choices, sentence
length and story length all contribute to the speed of a piece.
Flow: This is how smoothly a script moves from point to point in a
story. Shorter sentences may quicken the pace, but using them
inappropriately can create problems with flow and rhythm. Longer
sentences may improve flow in some cases but can also make your
reader feel lost.

Helpful Hints ➡ Understanding Broadcast Vocabulary

During her “Thoughts From a Pro” interview, Lauren Leamanczyk used
a few terms that might be confusing to you, such as “track” and “b-
roll.” Here is a list of terms used in broadcast that will help you become
conversant in discussing scripts and video. Keep this handy as you
move through the next few chapters.

Soundbite: Some people call this an actuality or a bite. The
purpose of this element is to allow the source to speak to the
audience in his or her own words on camera. This is the
videography version of a direct quote in a text story.
Tracking or voicing: This process involves the reporter recording
the script for use as part of the package. Depending on the
software, reporters can “track” the story into an empty file and
place it into the package, or they can play the video once it is
assembled and read the script on top of the video.
B-roll: Video captured that will provide the images that showcase
what the reporter is saying in the script.
Frame: This is an action that places the subject of the shot into
the viewfinder of the camera. It can also refer to the material that
you selected in the viewfinder for capturing. If you frame your
shot well, the subject will look natural in the image. If you don’t,
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the source can look tiny or squished in the shot.
Look room: The space in a framed shot that prevents the subject
from staring directly into the outside edge of the shot. The look
room should be present in the direction that the subject is looking
or moving.
Cut: A sharp transition from one shot to the next shot in video.
Pan: When a videographer moves a camera from side to side
while recording.
Zoom: A camera technique that closes in on the subject of the
shot to make that person or thing appear increasingly larger.
Package: A full story that includes bites from interviews, voice-
over work by the reporter and b-roll.
Wallpaper: A derogatory term for video that doesn’t enhance the
storytelling of a story. Good b-roll will match the shots to the text
of the script. Wallpaper is video that only provides visual
elements for the sake of having video. For example, a story on a
city budget might include wallpaper video of buildings or signs
that feature the city’s name.
180-degree rule: An approach to capturing and editing video that
keeps all action on one side of a 180-degree axis to avoid “jump
cuts” and disorienting video.

Think of your punctuation like traffic signals: Commas are like “Yield”
signs, and periods are like “Stop” signs. When you use too many commas,
you can slow and speed and slow and speed to the point of giving your
readers motion sickness. If you use too many periods, it can feel like
you’re stuck in rush-hour traffic on a freeway, jerking along in stuttering
movement.

To improve the flow, you need to find ways to limit your use of
punctuation within your sentences. Then, you need to find ways to
smoothly transition between sentences through word repetition and
matched ideas, much in the same way you would in essay writing. If you
find that your story lacks flow, go back and see where it hit some bumps
and smooth them out.

Keep It Conversational
As Lauren Leamanczyk mentioned earlier, you might feel the urge to use
your authoritative “anchor voice” when you read your script. The instinct
to do this comes from a desire to make yourself and your work sound
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important. However, when you take on that persona, you often sound
arrogant or goofy, leading to a disconnect between you and your audience.

Broadcast expert Robert Papper has noted that the writing isn’t entirely
conversational, primarily because of the number of grammar and structure
problems that arise in casual conversations. Instead, the form of writing is
more along the lines of how we wish we would speak if we collected our
thoughts before we spoke.1 With that in mind, stick to words and thoughts
you would normally use during conversations and avoid using your
“anchor voice” when you voice your script.

The Basic Elements of Broadcast Structure
Unlike other forms of news writing, broadcast journalism follows more of
a chronological approach to storytelling. Web and print tend to follow the
inverted pyramid, but broadcast presents information in more of a
“circular” approach, with the reporters telling their stories in a simple
beginning-middle-end approach. That said, this does not mean broadcast
doesn’t focus on the interest elements we discussed earlier in the book or
that broadcasters ignore the conventions of news. Let’s break down a
simple story to show some of the similarities and differences between
broadcast and other forms of writing.

The Lead
Broadcast reporters have to find a way to grab the viewers’ attention
before moving into the meat of the story. Viewers are often distracted or
busy while the news is on, so the reporter has to use the lead like print and
web journalists use a headline. This will help draw the viewers into the
story.

Here’s a standard print story lead:

Fig. 9.1
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A 25-year-old Melville police officer accused of robbing drug dealers
and giving the money to local charities should not be seen as a hero,
prosecuting attorney Vance Dunbar told a jury Wednesday afternoon in
his closing statement.

This inverted-pyramid approach gives the readers everything they need in
one short, tight sentence. In broadcast, however, a sentence like this might
not grab the viewers fast enough, and thus they will miss a lot of what is
going on. A broadcast lead provides some information of importance to
alert viewers as to the main theme of the story before moving into the meat
of the news.

This Melville cop is no Robin Hood. That’s what a prosecutor says jury
members should remember during their deliberations today.

The broadcast lead alerts the listeners who should care (people in Melville)
without getting into the specifics (who the officer is, what exactly he is
accused of doing). The broadcast lead helps audience members orient
themselves to the topic at hand quickly so they can avoid missing
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important information.

The Body
A broadcast story follows a “loop” approach more than an inverted
pyramid; it introduces the most important thing in the story before moving
in a chronological or topical direction before circling back to “close the
loop” on the topic. The initial one or two body sentences will act like the
lead of an inverted-pyramid story, filling in key details and giving the
audience members a sense of what matters most.

After three days of testimony, the jury will decide the fate of police
officer James Wiglet. He is charged with robbing drug dealers and
donating the money to charity.

What comes next will be the various elements of the story that help tell a
story in a chronological format.

Wiglet was arrested in December after he robbed an undercover F-B-I
agent who was running a drug sting.

After his arrest, several drug dealers came forward and said Wiglet had
robbed them as well.

Prosecutors then charged Wiglet with eleven counts of armed robbery.

During the trial, Wiglet testified that he only took the money to benefit
the poor of Melville and that he didn’t keep a dime.

In this case, the body walks the audience members through the various
stages of the story, including when the arrest occurred, what the charges
were, and the rationale behind the crimes. The chronological approach puts
the story into a format that listeners and viewers can easily digest.

In this approach, each sentence has a single point of information in it.
Long or complicated sentences will confuse your viewers, so stick to one
idea per sentence. The body should be a few simple sentences like these,
especially if video is not involved.
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The Close
A broadcast story needs to close the loop to help the journalists bring
closure to the piece. In the case of reporter-driven stories, a reporter can
use a sign-off approach that helps end the piece simply:

Helpful Hints ➡ Tips for Writing Scripts

When journalists write for broadcast, they need to consider not only
how the audience will hear the information but also how easy the script
will be to read. Reporters for text-based publications don’t need to
worry about how sentences sound out loud, but broadcasters don’t want
to sound like they have a mouth full of marbles when they deliver the
news. Here are a few things to think about when you write your script:

Formatting
To aid in the readability of the scripts, reporters will double- or triple-
space the content. Radio scripts tend to be structured so the text runs
across the whole page, but television and web-video scripts will keep
text on the right-hand side of the page. The left side usually will contain
information about video elements, the insertion of soundbites and
camera directions.

Tense
When you write for broadcast, you want to emphasize the sense that
things are happening now. To make this more evident, broadcasters
write in the present tense instead of the past tense. This means you will
use “says” instead of “said” for attributions and refer to other actions,
even those recorded earlier, with an emphasis on the present.

Pronunciation
As mentioned earlier, broadcast journalism caters to the ear, not the eye.
This forces reporters to focus on how things sound and take precautions
to avoid words that can cause stumbles and stutters on air. For times
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you can’t avoid those hard-to-say words, you will include phonetic
explanations for them called pronouncers.

These tend to help with names that don’t look like they sound, such as
Hall of Fame quarterback Brett Favre, and cities with complex names,
like Weyauwega. The pronouncer breaks the word down into syllables
and shows where to put the emphasis on the word. It should not replace
the word, but rather follow it in parentheses. This will allow people who
know how to say the word to avoid confusion while still helping out
people who need the pronunciation assistance. Thus, you can tell your
viewers that Brett Favre (FARV) attended an event in Weyauwega (wy-
uh-WEE-ga) last week.

Abbreviations
When you use these, you can confuse people who might not understand
that Dr. means Doctor instead of Drive or St. means Saint instead of
Street. Some abbreviations are acceptable because we see them more
than we see the actual word, such as Mrs. instead of missus.

Acronyms and abbreviations need special attention in your script.
When you condense a series of words like the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization to a single word, you produce an acronym that needs to be
pronounced as such (NATO). However, when you just create a series of
letters that need to be spoken individually, you need to use hyphens to
avoid confusion. A broadcast script should call the Internal Revenue
Service “the I-R-S” as opposed to “the erse.”

Numbers and Symbols
You want to use fewer numbers and less complex ones in your
broadcast scripts to help your viewers better understand and retain
information. Complicated numbers can confuse people (“The state fined
the university $101, 238.43 for code violations”), so it’s better to round
the numbers to more easily understood amounts (“The state fined the
university more than one hundred thousand dollars for code
violations”).

Spell out symbols that have multiple meanings or that are placed out of
order in terms of readability. The example above moved the “dollars”
after the amount so that the words came in the exact order you would
say them, as opposed to “dollars, one hundred thousand,” which is how
the print sentence orders the items. Symbols like # have multiple
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meanings, so use the words to help out the reporters: “Call us on your
smartphone by dialing pound sign three-five-nine, or join the
conversation on Twitter, using hashtag TriviaGame.”

For W-P-D-Q, I’m Millie Sistrunk.

This closing lets the viewers know the reporter is done reporting, and it’s
time to go on to the next story.

Other approaches include a look-ahead if the story has the potential to lead
to additional news:

The jury is expected to render a verdict within the next two days.

You could also provide people with an option to use one of your other
media platforms, such as a website, to continue examining the issue. In
these cases, the reporter or anchor usually uses a graphic to reinforce this
point:

National Public Radio’s Carl Kasell organizes news stories before
delivering one of his last newscasts for the Morning Edition program
at NPR Dec. 30, 2009 in Washington, D.C. A newscast includes
stories written in a variety of formats.

Chip Somodevilla/Getty Images

Should Wiglet go to prison for his actions? Go to W-P-D-Q-dot-com
and participate in our reader poll.
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Story Types and Formats
Each story you write will have to deal with the strengths and weaknesses
outlined earlier in the chapter. That said, not every broadcast story is the
same, and understanding the various story formats and how they work is
crucial to storytelling on this platform. In addition, various media outlets
will use different forms of page structure, formatting and other elements
on their scripts. Let’s walk through the formats and outline how to write
for each of them:

Reader
This is the simplest and oldest form of television and radio-style
storytelling. A reader script has the anchor or the reporter simply reading
a story to the audience members with no audio or video augmentation.
When you see an anchor look into the camera and tell you about an armed
robbery or a speech, this is likely a reader. To help visually “tag” the story,
a small over-the-shoulder graphic may appear behind the anchor, such as a
set of handcuffs or a badge for the armed robbery story or a stage and a
microphone for the speech story.

Readers traditionally run between 10 and 20 seconds and are about four or
five sentences long. Because they have no video, you need to select clear
and descriptive words to make your point. In other forms of broadcast
writing, your goal is to match your words to the video that is running while
you voice your script. In the case of readers, you are looking to replace the
video with your word choices, so you need to rely on clear nouns and
descriptive modifiers. A good reader story will allow the audience
members to see the story in their mind’s eye.

Voice-Over
This story form pairs video and a script in the simplest way possible. A
voice-over (or VO) has a reporter or anchor begin on camera as he or she
reads the story. After the initial shot of the journalist, video images begin
to roll with the voice track continuing “over” the video. The video doesn’t
usually include any additional audio, although some natural sound
associated with the story might be present. For example, a story on an
animal shelter could include video of dogs barking and that barking could
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be audible as the anchor continues to read the script. The script will either
end when the video ends or will contain one additional line after the end of
the video, thus allowing the journalist to appear back on screen as he or
she finishes the story. These stories tend to run 20 to 30 seconds and
require about five to eight sentences to tell the story.

This is the first type of storytelling that challenges you as a writer to find
ways to match what the audience is seeing with what you are saying. As
you build your video package, which we discuss in Chapter 11, you will
need to review the shots you have and then write content that mirrors your
visuals. If you fail to do this, your story will confuse your audience
members. Research has indicated that people learn when they hear and see
information, but only if those elements are telling the same story. Thus, if
you have a script talking about a giant crowd and you have video showing
a sparse gathering, this will impair your audience’s ability to understand
the story.

You will need to consider the exact length of your script in terms of time
and then see what video shots come into play at what points in the script.
This will involve some practice runs as well, with you reading your script
as you roll your video so you can see what parts of the script need to grow
or shrink. You also need to consider either reordering your shots or
reconstructing your script depending on what you see during your practice
runs.

VO/SOT
This term fits both audio and video packages and takes the voice-over
approach one step further. VO/SOT stands for voice-over/sound on tape,
even though tape recording is becoming a thing of the past. The story
integrates one or two soundbites but still relies on the anchor reading the
content around those soundbites, much like a VO. The anchor starts
reading the script while on screen, and after a few seconds, the video
starts. The script will note where the anchor should pause to allow the
soundbite to air as well as when the soundbite will end so the anchor can
continue reading the script.

Fig. 9.2 An Example of a Voice-Over Script
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Fig. 9.3 A Split-Page VO/SOT That Details a Crime Story

Notice the way in which the text the anchor reads, on the right side of
the script, runs parallel to the visuals outlined on the left side of the
script.
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Consider This ➡The Use of “You”

Broadcast journalism has traditionally been viewed as an interpersonal
medium, in which reporters and anchors attempt to establish a rapport
with the audience through language and approach. One of the simplest
ways is through the use of second-person language that directly
addresses the viewers.

In traditional print style, third-person writing is preferred, with an
emphasis on objectivity. Writers wanted to keep the readers at arm’s
length to avoid a sense of bias or impropriety. It also conveyed a sense
of authority without seeming overbearing. However, as niche media
continued to develop and writing styles became more lax, many other
forms of media have adopted the “you” approach to writing.

The degree to which you feel this works will depend in large part upon
the type of media outlet for which you are writing and its tone. In some
cases, “you” can seem pushy or arrogant, while in other cases, it can
feel connective. Some more traditional publications will hold the line
on first and second person in the writing, while others see an
opportunity to reach out in a way that only broadcasters could before.

Consider this option and determine how much value it brings to your
writing. Also, work with others at your media outlet to come up with a
policy on using non-third-person writing. Weigh potential benefits
against drawbacks and move forward accordingly.

As is the case with the VO, the video and the script must match visuals and
text properly to avoid confusing the audience. In addition, the anchor has
to work on his or her timing to make sure that the script stops at an
appropriate point to let the soundbite play. If the anchor reads too quickly,
the viewers will have no audio until the soundbite plays. If the anchor
doesn’t read quickly enough, the soundbite will interrupt the script
reading. Most VO/SOTs run for about 35 to 40 seconds.

Package
These stories are what most people think of when they imagine a broadcast
news story. The content is edited and voiced in advance so the producer
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can plug the entire thing into the newscast at a specific point and just let it
run. The term “package” conveys the idea that this is all packed up and
ready to go, requiring no live work from the reporter. The anchor will do a
brief lead-in to the content, and then the producer will play the package.
Stories like this will have the reporter voicing the story throughout the
piece. The reporter will also integrate several soundbites from multiple
sources as well as a standup shot. The standup is the opportunity for the
reporter to appear on screen and explain something important that hasn’t
been covered in the script or the bites. In some cases, the reporter will use
the standup to transition between key aspects of the story, while in other
cases, the reporter can use the stand up to conclude the story and sign off.
Packages usually run between 1:30 and 2 minutes.

Fig. 9.4 A Split-Script Package That Contains the Anchor’s Lead in
as Well as the Text and Video for the Entire Story
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Just like other forms of journalistic writing, the key to a good package
script is to have a clear sense of what the story is trying to tell the
audience. Much like the lead in an inverted-pyramid story or a main idea
in an essay, the package has to have a core element around which the rest
of the piece is built. Beyond that, broadcast script writing requires you to
see what visuals you have that can help you tell that story. If a story is
about overcrowding at an animal shelter, you need to have video of the
animals all crowded into a small space. If the story is about a victorious
sports team, you need video of team and fan celebrations. If you don’t
have these things, it means you have to make a choice: Rework the script
approach to fit the video, or go get video that fits your script. As with all
journalism, the truth should trump convenience, so don’t change the story
just because it’s easier to do so.

Once you see what kind of video you have, you should go through your
interviews and select your soundbites. Bites can run from 8 to 15 seconds,
depending on their value. If they run shorter than 8 seconds, they can feel
abrupt, and if they go beyond 15 seconds, they can feel interminable. If
you feel you have a compelling reason to break these guidelines, feel free
to do so, but make sure the soundbite is worth it. Listen to the audio for
nice, tight, self-contained bites that make their point without the need for a
lot of explanation before or after they air. You don’t want to have to set up
the bite with several lines of script or spend a lot of time translating what
the source meant after the bite finishes up.

If you want to think about building a package like building a house, the
soundbites are like bricks: They are solid and unalterable and tend to set
the foundation of the piece. The script text and b-roll are more like the
mortar: They fill in the spaces between the bricks, and they are much more
pliable. With this in mind, you want to figure out where your bites should
go in the package and how you want the script to lead into and out of
them. If you need 20 seconds worth of script time to properly lead into the
first source’s initial soundbite, you can write the script to fit that need and
edit the b-roll accordingly. If the source needs to almost immediately enter
the story, you can rework the script text to help that happen as well. The
goal is to build the package in such a way that the script and soundbites
work in tandem to give the viewers a complete and clear sense of the story.

The Big Three
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Here are the three key things you should take away from this chapter:

1. Write for the ear: Broadcast is spoken on one end and heard on
the other, so you need to figure out how your script will sound
coming out of your mouth and if it will translate well to the ears of
your viewers. This means you need to work on the word choice
and sentence structure that best fits the aural nature of broadcast
journalism.

2. Purposefully tighten your writing: You want to keep your
writing tight and short, but only to the point that it doesn’t damage
your story’s overall flow and pace. The goal is to have a strong
and clear script that communicates important information in a
conversation and smooth fashion.

3. Match your script to your story: You have audio and video
elements at your disposal, so you want to keep them in mind when
you write your script. Make sure you can pair your video to the
words you choose. Keep the overall feel of the story in mind when
you build pace into your script. Look for ways to use words with
auditory quality, like “popped” and “zipped” instead of “fell
apart” or “moved quickly.”

Key Terms
180-degree rule 162
abbreviation 165
acronym 165
active voice 160
broadcast lead 164
b-roll 162
cut 162
frame 162
look room 162
pace 161
package 162
pan 162
passive voice 160
pronouncer 165
reader 167
script 160
sign-off 164

298



soundbite 162
tracking 162
voice-over 167
voicing 162
VO/SOT 167
wallpaper 162
zoom 162

Discussion Questions
1. What do you think are the positive and negative aspects of writing for

broadcast? What makes it easier to accomplish than other forms of
writing and what makes it more difficult?

2. Do you think the conversational tone of broadcast journalism is more
or less helpful when it comes to effectively communicating with an
audience? Consider issues such as credibility and clarity equally as you
discuss this topic.

3. Given the dominance of social media and other on-demand, nonlinear
content, how important do you think broadcast journalism is?

Write now!

1. Find a print story and rewrite the lead in broadcast style.
Remember to keep in mind sentence length, writing for the ear,
verb tense and conversational writing.
2. Below is the information you used in Chapter 3 to write an
inverted-pyramid story about a fire. Use this same information to
write a 20-second reader for a radio news program or a nightly TV
newscast. Keep in mind the differences between inverted-pyramid
and broadcast structures as well as the importance of using shorter
sentences and descriptive words.

Jacksonville firefighters responded to a fire Tuesday around
5 p.m., after a call came in to the 911 dispatch center.

Ladder Truck 11, Pumper 32 and Chief’s Car 2 arrived at
5:11 p.m. to find smoke coming from underneath the eaves
of the three-bedroom, one-bath home at 411 S. Cherry St.
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Firefighters were able to contain the blaze to approximately
half of the home, while the remainder sustained heat, smoke
and water damage.

Homeowner Jim Smith was seriously injured in the fire and
was transported to a nearby medical facility, where he is
listed in critical condition. His wife, Suzy, and his daughter
Jane were unharmed.

After the fire was extinguished, assessors stated the home
received approximately $90,000 in damage. Investigative
Service Agents determined the cause of the fire was a leaky
gas stove that exploded when Mr. Smith lit a cigarette
nearby.

3. Watch the first 10 minutes of a local news broadcast and
identify examples of the types of stories outlined in the chapter
(reader, VO, VO/SOT, package). (Not every newscast will use all
four of these.) Write a short essay in which you identify each of
the story types that was present as well as a brief synopsis of the
story that used each format. Then, explain if you think each
format was properly applied to the story or not. If not, which
format would you have used and why? For example, you might
argue that a story on a budget should have been a reader instead of
a package because the video consisted of nothing more than
images of buildings and paperwork.
4. Watch a video story posted to a TV news website. As you listen
to the person, assess how tight the writing is. Does the person
communicate effectively and clearly, or does the person waste a
lot of words? Identify places you think the person did well and
other places you think the person used flabby writing. Write a
short essay that encapsulates your analysis.
5. Use a smartphone and capture a 20-second bit of video. Then
write a series of broadcast-style sentences that would augment this
video. Consider descriptive words, pace, style and flow in your
writing.

Visit edge.sagepub.com/filaknews to help you accomplish your
coursework goals in an easy-to-use learning environment.
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10 Collecting Audio and Visuals In The
Field

stevanovicigor/iStock.com

301



Learning Objectives
After completing this chapter you should be able to:

Identify the tools you can use for audio and video collection.
Compare and contrast the forms of audio and video equipment,
focusing on benefits and drawbacks of each.
Understand how to tell stories with audio and video equipment.
Outline the way in which collected material can be used to tell stories.

Thinking Ahead: How To Get Enough Material To Build A Good Story

When technology made audio and video cheaper to capture and easier
to publish, many journalists gravitated to this form of storytelling. What
was once the dominion of broadcasters with large budgets quickly
became something everyone could do with nothing more than a mobile
phone and a YouTube account. What resulted could charitably be
described as a landfill of weak and pointless content.

Audio and video journalism requires access to specific tools, but saying
it is all about the gear is like saying writing is all about the ability to
type. Access and understanding make it possible to gather the content,
but it is the journalistic skill and technological acumen that make for
good stories.

The purpose of this chapter is twofold. First, the chapter will outline the
various types of tools available to you as an audio and video journalist,
as well as their benefits and drawbacks. Then, we will examine the
ways in which you can use these tools to gather quality content within
the field. The basics outlined here will dovetail nicely with the
scriptwriting aspects of Chapter 9 and the audiovisual editing elements
of Chapter 11.

Tools of The Trade
To collect audio and video well, you need to understand the tools of the
trade and which ones will help you the most. A crucial mistake most new
journalists make is to invest heavily in high-end gear, assuming that higher
prices will yield better content. However, as most good journalists will tell
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you, the quality of the journalist matters more than the prices of the
equipment.

You want to understand what each type of tool brings to the table for you
and which ones make the most sense for you. Below is a list of tools for
audio and video collection. The better you understand their benefits and
drawbacks, the more informed you will be when you buy your gear.

Microphones
The obvious purpose of a microphone is to collect sound so you can use it
as part of your storytelling. However, not every microphone is created
equal, and not every microphone has the same purpose. Here are some of
the basic microphone styles and what they accomplish for you as a
reporter:

Built-in microphone: Most audio and video devices have a built-in
microphone to collect sound. The benefit to these is that if you
remember the device, you won’t forget your microphone. The
downside to these types of microphones is that they are usually the
worst in terms of quality, and they have the smallest range. In
addition, they tend to be omnidirectional, and thus they pick up
everything around you, not just the content you want to record.

Devices like mini-recorders have built-in microphones to help
you capture sound. The quality of these microphones tends to be
much weaker than other forms of sound-gathering equipment.

nazdravie/iStock.com

Stick microphone: These microphones are what most people think of
when they hear the word “microphone.” These cylindrical tubes
traditionally have a caged ball on the end and can be held in the hand
of the reporter or the source. These microphones are great to gather
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directional sound, as is the case when you want to interview a person
or voice your reporter’s track. However, they are large and bulky and
visually unappealing.

A traditional stick microphone is great for interviewing subjects,
voicing a podcast or doing a standup. It allows you to collect
quality audio when you can position it close to the source of the
sound.

AndreyTTL/iStock.com

Lavalier microphone: These microphones can be wired or wireless,
depending on the type you prefer, and are unobtrusive. They clip
easily on the tie or lapel of a source and record sound well. The
downside is that they are easier to break than stick mics, and they
capture all the sounds and movements of the source, such the ruffling
of clothing or the jostling of the mic.

A lavalier microphone allows you to record sound from an
interview subject without having a stick mic intrude on the shot.
The unobtrusive nature of these devices make them great for that
purpose.

iceninephoto/iStock.com
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Boom microphone: Occasionally called a “shotgun mic,” this form
of directional microphone allows you to gather sound from a distance
by extending the boom pole over the top of the source and pointing
the mic toward him or her. However, it is important to keep checking
to see if the mic is capturing the sound, as any time a source moves,
the mic might be out of range or turned the wrong way.

Boom microphones allow you to get closer to the action and
record it in a crowd.

luminis/iStock.com

Audio Recorders
As technology has improved, these have gone from being about the size of
a lunch box and recording on cassette tapes to being about the size of a
pack of gum and recording on digital media. The quality of these devices
varies widely, with some of the older models still involving the use of
micro-cassette tapes. Those older models had extremely limited recording
times (based on the capacity of each cassette) and produced far inferior
sound.

Modern recorders are usually powered with a small battery and can
capture hundreds of hours of audio with clear digital quality. In addition,
the content is automatically converted to a web-friendly audio file and can
be easily uploaded. Costs range from $30 to several hundred dollars,
depending on the quality of the microphone, the capacity of the recorder
and additional special features.

Video Cameras
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The wide array of equipment available to you can be intimidating if you
don’t understand what each of the options does for you. Even more, the
cost of the equipment can scare you away from buying something, for fear
of making the wrong choices. A simple Handicam-style machine that is
preset to grab content might be just what you want, or you might need
something that allows you to manually focus, white balance and alter the
exposure.

Broadcast expert Michael Hernandez noted a few key things to consider
when purchasing video equipment.1

What Is Your Goal?

If you want the full experience of managing specific settings on the camera
and keeping the focal length under your control, you might want a more
professional camera, like those you would see at TV stations. If you just
want to capture simple interviews for posting online and have no
technological acumen when it comes to video, consider a smaller, simpler
camera. You should also consider if you plan to shoot both video and stills
with this camera or if you want this to be a video-only piece of equipment.

What Recording Format Do You Want?

Hernandez recommends avoiding the old-fashioned tape-based cameras,
but some TV stations still use this type of equipment. Some cameras have
internal hard drives, while others operate on removable media, like SD
cards. Consider that removing the media will allow you to get the camera
back out into the field more quickly than having to download everything
from a hard drive. Also, if the memory chip goes bad on a removable-
media camera, you can get a new SD card. If the hard drive goes on the
fritz, your camera won’t do you much good.

What Are Your Sound Options?

Built-in microphones on cameras are just as limiting as those discussed
above in the audio device section. The ability to plug in an external mic
should be a serious consideration if you plan to do any packages. Some
cameras have XLR inputs, which are the professional standard, while
others have only a mini-jack port, which is similar to the plug on the end
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of your headphones. Hernandez notes that XLR is the preferred format,
although at the very least, you want to have some option for an external
mic.

You can outfit higher-end cameras with a wide array of accessories
that make it easier to shoot in a variety of conditions.

ronstik/iStock.com

What Accessories Matter?

Consider that accessories can make a camera much more expensive, but
they can also make the camera a much better piece of equipment. A
camera that doesn’t have an external battery option is limited to a single
charge of the camera. However, cameras that allow you to exchange
batteries will give you much more shooting time. A mounting spot for a
light, an additional mic or other elements might be important to you if you
are going for a more professional feel. You also want to make sure you can
mount the camera to a tripod. Other options, such as lens filters, can also
be important if you know what you are doing with them.

If this all seems overwhelming, consider starting with a small, simple
camera, and get used to what it can do. Once you feel comfortable, you
can either upgrade that model or look for a camera that will better meet
your needs.

Still Cameras
A still camera simply captures the light that bounces off objects and
records it on a form of media. The way it captures that light or how it
preserves the resulting images will make the difference between a simple
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“pinhole camera” and a high-end digital model. As is the case with most of
the other pieces of equipment we outlined in this chapter, the complexities
of the camera can be best discussed at length in a dedicated textbook. That
said, understanding what the various forms of camera do and how they do
it will help you pick the best tool for your photo job.

Photography professor Tim Gleason has outlined a few basic cameras as
well as their benefits and drawbacks.2 Consider these photographic
options:

Consider This ➡The Smartphone—The Amphicar of Journalism

In the early 1960s, a West German auto manufacturer marketed a
vehicle to people in the United States who wanted a boat and a car but
could not afford both. The Amphicar emerged as a dual-purpose
vehicle that allowed people to enjoy the road and the water without
breaking the bank. However, as users soon discovered, the Amphicar
was a lousy car because it also had to be a boat, and it was a bad boat
because it also had to be a car. By 1965, the company had stopped
marketing the vehicle in the United States, and by the late 1960s, it was
gone altogether.

Today’s smartphones serve journalism in much the same way that
Amphicars served vehicle buyers back then. The phones can send texts,
search the web, take photos, shoot video, capture interviews, record
phone calls and more. However, as is the case when an item attempts to
do a lot of things, the quality of any one thing will suffer.

Photographers often argue that the best camera is the one you have with
you. This means that if all you have with you is a smartphone, and you
need to shoot a breaking news event, the phone is fine. However,
photojournalists know that the smartphone is not a substitute for a
high-end DSLR system with multiple lenses.

The same thing is true for videographers, who would prefer a full set of
video gear to an iPhone’s video app. The lighting options and recording
settings on that more complex device are much better. That said, if it’s
the difference between no video and using a phone to grab some grainy
shots of a big event, using the phone makes sense.
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President Lyndon Johnson drives his Amphicar near his Texas home in
1965.

Yoichi Okamoto/LBJ Presidential Library via Wikimedia Commons

When it comes to recording interviews or phone calls, an app might
work well, or it might fail you. Some apps stop recording if you receive
a phone call or a text message, so this might not be a great option for
you. Then again, if the phone is what you have, and you trust it, use it.

The larger point is that doing quality journalism will take more than
your phone and every 99-cent app you can find. Although smartphones
give you a lot of options in a small package, they are the worst option
compared with professional equipment.

When you know where you are going and what you need to accomplish,
consider packing a pro set of gear for that specific purpose and relying
on your phone as a backup device or to do secondary work. This
approach will improve the odds that the most important elements of
your work will get the best overall treatment. It also means you will
have your digital Amphicar to make sure you don’t miss anything.

Mobile Phone Camera

This is the simplest digital camera. It is easy to use and it’s ubiquitous, so
it is a popular photo option. However, in some cases, the camera has only
a digital zoom function, meaning that the more you zoom in, the more
distorted the image will be. In addition, the sensors in the camera are much
weaker compared with dedicated photography devices.

The DSLR is a professional-quality camera that allows you to change
lenses, add stabilizing equipment and attach flashes for shooting in
low-light conditions.

309



sqback/iStock.com

Compact Camera

This is the camera grandma would always break out for birthday parties
and family reunions. Gleason notes that the compact market is dying,
because of the advances in mobile-phone technology. However, compact
cameras often have stronger flashes as well as improved lens and zoom
options. These are a step above the current phone cameras, but they don’t
compare with professional cameras.

Mirrorless and Digital Single-Lens Reflex (DSLR)
Cameras

These camera systems often consist of a single body with interchangeable
lenses. They also have much larger sensors, capture higher quality images
and contain quicker systems that allow faster shooting. An initial
investment of a body and lens can be relatively inexpensive, but a full kit
can run a few thousand dollars, depending on the options.

When it comes to still cameras, what makes for a good system is directly
related to what you are shooting. For simple mug shots or a lot of still
shots, a mobile phone camera will do the trick. However, if you want to
shoot athletic events, you will need to invest in the digital single-lens
reflex equipment. If you want to buy a video camera with a still-shot
option, consider what you are getting and what you are giving up to have
that option.
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Types of Material You Gather
To build a decent video package, you will need to gather a variety of
elements that can work in concert to tell a story. Some of these elements
are obvious, while others are obvious only when they are missing. Here are
a few things you will want to grab when you are out collecting audio and
video content:

Ambient Sound
Sound can be just as effective as images when you want to bring your
audience members to a scene. The sound of a babbling brook or the noise
of a construction crane can provide viewers with a sense of place and
feeling. What some people think of as background noise, good journalists
see as ambient sound, or natural sound.

When you enter a scene, you should consider gathering some natural
sound from the area. This can be as simple as the sounds of cows eating
and mooing on a farm or of traffic speeding by on a busy highway. Some
journalists will even record several minutes of an empty room to gather a
clean background track for their work later. Radio expert Randall
Davidson explains that not every room sounds the same, as fluorescent
lighting, ceiling height and building material can all create different echoes
and tonality. Thus, he says he often gathers about five minutes of “silence”
to lay under his voice track so that the background sound in his voice track
can match the interviews he does later in that same room. This helps the
package sound cleaner and stronger when he is done.3

B-roll allows you to cover your audio track with images that help tell
your story. Arranging your shots so they make sense and augment
your audio is crucial in broadcast journalism.
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B-Roll Video
If you are assembling a video package that includes a voice track, you
need to gather additional video that will help you tell the story. This video
is often called b-roll and serves as a way to show the viewers information
as the reporter talks about it. The goal of b-roll is to have it match the
reporter’s words, so they can tell the story in tandem. For example, if a
reporter covers a Fourth of July parade, the voice track might say, “With
their flags flying and banners waving, residents of Springfield cheered on a
Fourth of July parade on a beautifully sunny day.” The b-roll needs to
reflect this, with images of flags, banners, a parade and a beautifully sunny
day. If instead it shows a few people marching in the rain or no flag-
waving citizens, the audience can become confused.

When you collect b-roll, you should have a pretty good idea of what you
want to say in your script. If you are part of a reporting team, make sure
you and your partner are on the same page when it comes to how you want
to approach the story and what kinds of shots you want to gather. Then
make sure you record enough of that video, using multiple types of shots
and various angles.

Interviews
As with all other forms of journalism, the interview is crucial to your
ability to tell a good story. We discussed the basics of interviewing as a
skill in Chapter 6, so we won’t be repeating those items here. What matters
at this point is how you capture quality of the video and audio. Here are
some crucial tips on how to do that:

Seek silence: Even with a great microphone, you don’t want anything
impeding your audience’s chance to hear what your source has to say.
With that in mind, you want to find quiet places that will lack
distractions, such as a private office or an out-of-the-way hall. Many
cameras with external microphone options will have sound gauges
that allow you to see how loud the background volume is and if you
are capturing your interview well enough. If you don’t think the audio
quality will be good enough for your audience, find another place to
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do the interview.

If you can capture a person in his or her natural environment, that’s
great, as long as it doesn’t interfere with the quality of the audio. For
example, if you want to speak with a zookeeper who works in the
“big cat” house, you can grab an interview in front of a lion’s den.
Any ambient sound of a growling or roaring feline could add value to
the piece. However, if you want to interview the head of a
construction project, you probably don’t want to do that interview in
front of the site where all the backhoes and bulldozers are knocking
down an aging structure.

Helpful Hints ➡ Basic Types of Shots

You will need to capture three types of shots when you shoot video in
the field. Here is a brief discussion of each type of shot. We will dig
more into how they are best used in your stories in the next chapter:

Use a long shot when you want to show a lot of content in a single
frame and to establish the scene for your viewers.

Maxiphoto/iStock.com

Use a medium shot for interviews and simple actions. The medium shot
is the most commonly used shot and is a reliable element of video
storytelling.
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Use close-up shots when you want to show tiny details like these water
droplets on this blueberry.

Kativ/iStock.com

Long shot: This shot, also called a wide shot, is used to show a lot of
action within the frame to provide the viewer with a sense of “the big
picture.” This shot is often used to establish a scene. You can take a
shot of a crowd of high school students who are cheering for their
football team. You can take a wide shot of a crowded street or an
empty church. This shot is almost always at the front of a package to
place the viewer at the scene of the story.

Medium shot: This shot frames the action of one or more individuals
or provides a small slice of a larger event. The medium shot is effective
for soundbites as well, because it allows you to frame the person from
the torso up, capturing both facial expressions and any meaningful hand
gestures. The medium shot is perhaps the most useful of all the shots, in
that it is how most people view the world. When we talk to other
people, we are almost always viewing them the way we would in a
medium shot. A small family dinner, a person typing in a computer lab,
a mechanic working on an engine and hundreds of other real-life
situations are best viewed as medium shots.

Close-up shot: This is also known as a detail shot. It is meant to
provide your viewers with a tight shot of a small piece of action. Close-
ups follow from medium shots, the same way a medium shot follows
from a long shot. The key to a close up is that it must be easily
identified and provide value within the shot sequence. Not all sequences
need a close-up shot.

Mic proximity: The proximity of the microphone to the source is
crucial in capturing the soundbites you want, so you need to get it as
close as you can to your subject. Lavalier microphones that clip
nicely onto the source’s clothing work well to capture sound while
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remaining unobtrusive. If you have to use a stick microphone, you
need the microphone close to the source and angled toward the
source’s mouth. However, you want to keep the mic out of the shot in
most cases. To do this, either hold the mic low when interviewing the
source to keep it out of the frame, or have the source hold the mic so
the top of it is no higher than the middle of his or her torso.
Clean background: When you interview a source for a video, you
want the audience to stay focused on that source and what he or she is
saying. One of the more distracting things to an audience during an
interview is a disruptive background. Distractions vary from a local
fool jumping around behind the source to a giant sign or painting in
the background. Beyond that, if you have the background set up
poorly, your sources might seem to have a flagpole or a tree growing
out of their heads. Look for a simple background in places where you
can minimize distractions.

Interviews in broadcast require you to work with your source as well
as your videographer to create an informational and visually pleasing
experience.

sturti/iStock.com

Capturing Vivid Visuals
To become a good photojournalist, you will need to practice in various
situations, settings and conditions. Any good photography book will help
you better understand the issues regarding camera settings, lighting setups
and more. Instead of reinventing the wheel here when it comes to the
technical aspects of the job, we will provide a few key bits of broader
advice. Here are some basic thoughts on photography from a reporting
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perspective:

Tell a Story
When you shoot, focus on telling a story. Just like a lead of a story should
tell people what has happened and why it matters, each individual frame
you use should convey value and meaning for your audience. Images need
to tell a story, whether they stand alone or if you use them as part of a
slideshow.

When you pick among various shots, first consider all the technical aspects
discussed in this chapter, such as focus and the rule of thirds. If the image
is technically clean, then consider if this piece actually tells your readers
something that should matter to them. The best photos will convey value,
evoke emotion and engage readers.

In the case of slideshows or galleries, don’t dump your entire memory card
onto the web and call it a photo story. You should look through your
photos and determine the value of each shot, as we noted above. After you
make that first cut, you should figure out if you have images that repeat
one another, such as a medium photo of two people talking and then
another medium photo of those same people laughing. Pick one or the
other, based on what you think best tells the story. Then, you need to order
your images in a way that will tell the story as you see it. This could be a
chronological telling of a story, such as a day in the life of a daycare
worker. It could also be a series of categorical chunks, such as the work,
faith and hobbies of a local religious figure.

Helpful Hints ➡ Captions Count

One of the most overlooked elements of photography is the text under
the photo, often called captions or cutlines. These few sentences of
copy can make the difference between a great photo experience and a
confusing one. The purpose of the caption is to add value to the image
and help the audience members have a better appreciation of the image.

A standard photo caption is usually two sentences. The first sentence
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should explain what’s going on in the photo without being patently
obvious. Look at the photo of the man on the phone and then compare
these two captions:

sturti/iStock.com

Smithville Company President Bill Smith talks on the phone
while colleague Jane Jones looks on.

Smithville Company President Bill Smith finalizes a deal to
merge the company with a Thailand investment group while
merger committee member Jane Jones points out crucial
details of the project.

In both cases, the caption discusses what’s happening, but the second
one gives the readers more information and helps make better sense of
what’s going on in the image.

A second sentence should tell people why the photo matters and
provide context and value that enhances the image.

Smithville was the third largest manufacturer of widgets in
the United States before this merger, which will make it the
most powerful global widget company.

To create quality captions, you will need to ask your subjects a series of
questions, including who they are and what they are doing in the shot.
You will also need to make sure you include the names of anyone you
can identify in a shot. This will improve the storytelling and show your
readers you care.

This organizational approach is just as important for images that tell a
story as it is for text-based stories. A random series of perfectly written
paragraphs isn’t much of a story, and neither is a mishmash of various
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images. Keep the idea of storytelling at the front of your mind when you
work with images and you’ll be in good shape.

Grab Actions and Reactions
The goal of professional photographers is to capture a perfect sliver of
time. In most cases, spontaneous moments that inspire actions and
reactions qualify as great opportunities for shooters to do this. Images that
fail to include actions and reactions are often called dead art, as they are
lifeless pieces of photography. A few examples of dead art include:

Building photos: “Where” qualifies as a crucial element of any good
story, but if all you do is show people the exterior (or interior) of a
building, you aren’t telling a story. Few things will bore a reader
more than a photo of a building where an event previously occurred.
A photo like this one of a bank with a caption that says, “This bank
was robbed last week” doesn’t help tell a story. If you are desperate
for art and you want to create a sense of placement for your readers,
consider creating a simple map to show the bank’s location.

mrtom-uk/iStock.com

Group art: “Say cheese!” is something your parents forced you to do
when you were at a childhood birthday party, but it’s not good for
photojournalism. Look at this photo of a woman and two children.
This could be an interesting story if we captured something besides
people posing for the shot. Instead of getting these people to gather
and pose for you, get shots of them doing something associated with
the story. If you can do this surreptitiously, you can avoid awkward
moments and prevent them from staring into the camera.
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Posed/poser art: When people are told to “act naturally,” nothing
they do will seem natural. You can have the standard “person with
arms folded in front of them shot” that makes the person look
completely unnatural. Even worse, the “thumbs up” or “peace sign”
posers think they look cool when they actually look ridiculous. Try to
capture things as they naturally occur.

ulkas/iStock.com

Mug shots: These photos can have value when no other visuals are
available. For example, if you run a story about a crime and you want
to include a photo of the person arrested on suspicion of that crime,
the jailhouse mug shot is likely to be your only chance at art.
However, if you can get a photo that is more telling, you should
aspire to do so. In the case of a profile story, you will want to spend
time with the profile subject in his or her natural environment in
hopes of using photos to augment the text. For example, if you write
about a local man who grows vegetables to feed the homeless, you
will want to photograph the man working in his garden or gathering
vegetables. A mug shot won’t do.
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Thoughts From A Pro ➡ Brian Urbanek, Videographer, WDJT CBS 58

Brian Urbanek has spent much of his professional life on the back end
of a camera. He has covered the NCAA Men’s Final Four, the NFC
Championship Game and Super Bowl 50 as a videographer. He has also
produced live full-game broadcasts of high school basketball and
football games, as well as college hockey and minor league baseball.
He also has worked as a documentarian, with his short documentary
“Homeless in Chicago” receiving screenings at multiple film festivals.
A radio version of this piece took home the bronze at the New York
International Radio Festival. Currently, Urbanek is a videographer for
WDJT CBS 58 in Milwaukee, where he says he loves his ability to
shoot, edit, produce and write for his audience.
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Urbanek says his biggest challenge when he started shooting news
stories was to make sure he nailed down the basics.

“When I first started my goal was to first just keep everything as basic
as possible and as clean as possible while I figured out the whole
process of gathering content for news,” he said. “I had multiple years of
shooting experience, just not for TV news. So there was a slight
learning curve involved with that. But once I started to understand that
and all my shots were clean and air-able, then it was eventually time
that I started thinking about how I can be a little bit creative and do
more than just the basics. Then I pushed myself to become even more
and more creative. It was baby steps. I knew I couldn’t run before I
crawled.”

As a videographer, Urbanek says the biggest challenge is to tell a story
with images before the story is written as a script. He says working with
his reporter to come to a common understanding of the piece helps him
as he collects video.

“I always encourage my reporter to do the interview first, before I start
shooting my b-roll,” he said. “Then, as I’m shooting my b-roll, I’ll just
chat with my reporter and ask, ‘So, how might you see this story
unfolding in your script?’ Hopefully it matches us to how I see it
unfolding visually in my head. If so, we’re all good. If not, I’ll re-adjust

321



or I might make a suggestion based on what shots I have and a
potentially creative way of telling the story I may have been thinking
of.”

The use of video to tell a story matters to both the journalists and the
audience, Urbanek says. He says that each story varies in its focus and
tone and that the videography should reflect those differences. When it
comes to certain shots or certain approaches, he says the most important
thing is to have a reason behind his approach to shooting.

“I don’t believe in rules when it comes to videography and
photography, only guidelines,” Urbanek said. “However, if you aren’t
able to back up something that you did and why you did it, there’s no
good reason to break one of these guidelines. Sometimes an
inexperienced videographer might have too much headroom and make
the shot just look silly. It’s one of those intuitive things that some
people can just tell when a shot looks bad, others can’t. But ‘bad’ is
relative and if you can argue why you shot the shot that way to advance
the story, who is anyone to tell you that it’s ‘bad’ or ‘wrong’?
Videography and photography is an art and is subjective.”

Perhaps the biggest thing he has learned as a video journalist is to
balance the time he takes as a shooter with the time he will need to help
create the overall package.

“One of the biggest challenges that we face in TV news is ‘how can we
tell as compelling and creative of a story as possible in the amount of
time that we have?’” Urbanek said. “And when it comes to TV news,
time is not something that we often have a lot of. A lot of times as
you’re shooting a story, you don’t have time to stop and think to be
creative. You need to be thinking creatively while you’re working. If
you stop to think, you could miss a very special moment that you’ll
never be able to get back.”

One Last Thing
Q: If you could tell the students reading this book anything you think is
important, what would it be?

A: “The advice I’d like to share comes from one of my favorite
filmmakers, Casey Neistat. He’s a YouTuber and has produced
commercials for companies such as Mercedes and Nike, and a TV
series for HBO.
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Basically, he says imagine a straight line. On the left end of the line is
where you currently are. Then imagine the right end of the line is
‘everything you’ve ever wanted to do in life.’ Then what goes in the
middle? What goes on the line in between those two things? In one of
his daily vlogs Casey said, ‘The only thing in life that stands between
you and everything you have ever wanted to do, is doing it.’

Basically, if you want to be a filmmaker, just pick up a camera and start
shooting things and telling a story—even if it’s with your iPhone. Now
you’re a filmmaker. If you want to be a writer, start a blog on a topic
that you’re interested in. Now you’re a writer. If you want to be a
graphic designer, start creating logos for your uncle’s small business.
Now you’re a graphic designer. Instead of thinking about and talking
about what you want to become, just become it. There’s no better time
to start than now. If you just start doing it, then you are it—whatever
that ‘it’ is.”

Abide by the Rule of Thirds
As counterintuitive as this might seem, you want to avoid centering your
shot perfectly. People read from left to right, and their eye tends to go to a
spot about two-thirds up and about one-third from the left when they
consume content. This reading ideal applies to photography and video, and
is called the rule of thirds.

To help you understand this better, you want to think about having a tic-
tac-toe board overlaid on top of your photo. The power points of the frame
will be at the intersection of those lines, so you want your dominant
element positioned at one of the four intersections.

As you can see with this photo, the dominant elements are touching
the majority of the power points of the frame where the lines
intersect. This makes the shot more pleasing to the eyes.

323



FatCamera/iStock.com

Not every shot will have great action on all four points of the frame, but if
you don’t have anything happening along any of those points, you have a
lousy shot. If you see a lack of action on these points, consider cropping
the shot to reposition your dominant element. If you have two subjects
sharing the frame and there is a vast empty space between them, use a
different shot, if possible.

Making Your Video Valuable
A basic difference between a computer and a television is how individuals
interact with these devices. Television is a passive medium, meaning that
viewers engaging the device will expect to consume the content as it
washes over them. Computers are active-media devices, meaning that
users expect to interact with them as they consume the content. This
difference makes it difficult on reporters who gather video for the web.
While TV viewers might sit still for a while and watch a video, web users
are likely to become bored quickly and click elsewhere before the piece is
finished.

To improve the overall content of your work and the likelihood that people
will watch it all the way through, here are some suggestions you can
consider as you capture your video. (You can review editing tactics that
can be helpful in Chapter 11.)

If you are working with a videographer, it is crucial that you both
understand what you want to gather at your shoot and how you want
to cover the news.

Cecilie_Arcurs/iStock.com
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Plan Your Shoot
In all the other chapters on reporting, we discussed the importance of
research and preparation. When it comes to doing video work, the same
basic rules apply. Most good journalists can mentally plan their stories.
They know what the lead should be on a story as well as how to get each
source into the story. They can see certain quotes as being good bridge
paragraphs or solid closing elements. Use these same ideas and approaches
to mentally plan your video shoot.

You know you want to capture establishing shots, interviews, solid close-
up shots and more. If you research the event and plan the shoot, you can
go there with a mental “grocery list” that will help you gather those
elements. The planned-shoot approach will also help you avoid forgetting
necessary items, such as cutaway shots.

Once you get good enough at this, you can move your planning into the
next phase, where you shoot for the edit. This approach to videography
will allow you to gather shots with the idea of how they will become part
of the package. Thus, you can take a long shot and assume you will need a
medium shot of some kind next that centers on the same topic. You can
then capture the medium shot and look for the next moment that would
logically continue the storytelling in the package. If you shoot for the edit,
you will save a lot of time when you build your package.

Properly Frame and Compose Your Shots
As we noted in the photo section, you want to follow the rule of thirds
when you frame your video. Make sure your subjects have look room,
which means they aren’t looking directly out of the frame or squished into
the edge of the shot.

When you shoot video, you want each frame to be able to stand on its own
as if it were a picture or a painting. Today’s high-end cameras will allow
you to capture stills from video, so this concept is more than an artistic
ideal. You might want to grab a frame of video and make it a dominant
photographic image or part of a gallery, and this approach will help you.

Even smartphones have devices that can improve their stability and
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allow you to capture video that doesn’t feel like you were shooting
during an earthquake.

Daniel Chetroni/iStock.com

However, video involves motion, and you need to consider that as you size
up your shots. Someone who is completely still at one point and well
framed might decide to scoot his chair forward or start walking around,
thus ruining a shot.

Stick With Stable Shots
Stability is one of the most difficult aspects of shooting because you are
capturing moving images while attempting to stay still. When a camera
wiggles, even a little bit, the resulting video can look like it was filmed
during an earthquake. When you follow a subject or constantly shift the
position of the camera, you can create a feeling of additional motion that is
likely to disorient your viewers and make them focus more on the shot
than the content of it.

To improve your shots, use some sort of stabilizing device. Standard video
cameras often come with mounting option that will allow you to attach
them to a tripod. Even multimedia devices like smartphones now have
“gear packs” that will allow you to turn them into a tiny version of a
broadcast-quality camera.

Photographers who shoot sports or need to move frequently rely on
monopods. These options are also available for some video cameras and
multimedia devices.

If all else fails, here are some other ways to remain stable while shooting:
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Look for a solid surface like a table or a desk, and put the camera on
it.
Lean against a solid object like a tree or a wall to help steady
yourself.
Squat or kneel to lower your center of gravity and increase your
stability.
Put your free arm across your chest and tuck it under your shooting
arm or use both hands to hold the camera.

Keep Focused
If your images are blurry or of weak quality, you aren’t helping your
viewers. The main idea behind video is to give people a sense of what has
happened as a series of actions unfolded. If they can’t see what’s going on
or the image is out of focus, you aren’t doing that. Exceptions are obvious,
as in the case of video shot on the scene of a disaster, but if you have the
opportunity to reshoot blurry shots, you should take it.

When you use cameras with a zoom, you want to zoom in as tightly as you
can on the focal point of the image and manually adjust the focus. Then, as
you back out of that zoom to a point where you are satisfied with the
framing, you will still have everything in focus. Also, don’t rely on
autofocus to do the work for you. The camera might not focus on your
dominant visual element. In addition, if you leave the camera in autofocus
mode, it can continually readjust itself throughout an interview or a shot,
thus adding distracting focal shifts in the frame.

Get More Than You Think You Need
A common phrase often overheard on a college campus is “You can
always retake a test. You can never relive a party.” Although it’s not the
best way to make the most of your tuition dollars, it is a good reminder
that certain events occur only once, and you need to make the most of
them. As far as videographers are concerned, this is a good way to
remember that you should get a lot more video than you think you will
need.

Video journalists once had the unenviable task of attempting to preserve
both battery life and tape space while shooting. This meant that they often
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had to figure out how much of each they had left and what was worth
shooting. Today, digital technology allows you to have much longer
battery life and much more recording space via tiny digital storage units. It
is easier to gather a few more shots of an event when you are there than it
would be to go back later and hope you can scrape together an extra shot
you just realized you want. It is better to have something and not need it
than it is to need something and not have it.

Take Multiple Shots of the Same Thing
Along the same lines of the “gather more than you need” advice, you want
to grab multiple shots of the same thing. Various shots give you options
when you edit and can convey different aspects of a subject. The editing
process, which we will examine in Chapter 11, will force you to use long,
medium and close-up shots to create sequences of action.

Take shots from various sides of your axis so that you can show multiple
vantage points of an ongoing event. Look for ways to capture action from
a long shot as well as a close up to create a sense of continuity and flow in
your package. If you don’t end up using all of your shots, you can delete
them. However, if you didn’t get them in the first place, you will be out of
luck, and the quality of your story will suffer.

Learn to Relax
Some of the biggest problems with shooting don’t come from the camera
or the event, but from the shooter. Novice videographers want to get in and
get out as fast as possible, grabbing a few quick shots and moving on. If
unpacking all sorts of gear or capturing people on video makes you feel
uncomfortable, you are going to focus more on how fast you can finish the
job as opposed to the quality of the job.

Don’t set up your gear 200 feet from an event and then see how close a
zoom can get you to the action. Get up close and personal with the scene
and spend time getting those detail shots you can’t see from far away.
Work the scene for additional shots and learn to talk to people before,
during and after you film them. If people get tense with you around, feel
free to explain what you are doing and why it matters. People will
generally understand that you have a job to do and as long as you aren’t
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causing harm, they will let you work.

The more times you shoot video, the more natural the process will become.
If you feel awkward, the people you are filming will feel awkward as well.
The more confident you are in your approach, the more natural your
shooting will become.

The Big Three

Here are the three key things you should take away from this chapter:

1. Equipment matters, but so does storytelling: The quality of
your equipment will help you improve your end products and your
ability to gather material. However, if you don’t have a story in
mind before you press the record button, you are going to end up
with weak content. You need to understand the purpose of your
package before you hit the field.

2. Get as much of everything as you can: Gather more than you
think you’ll need, just to be on the safe side. This means taking
multiple shots of the same subject, using various types of shots
and looking for additional interviews. You can always cut shots or
get rid of interviews later, but if you don’t get them when they are
available, you might not get another chance to grab them.

3. Relax: If you don’t feel natural with the camera, your subjects
will sense it and react poorly to you. Even more, if you spend half
the time thinking about how long you need to be shooting before
you can pack up, you won’t take enough time to gather enough
good content. Get used to the idea that you are toting around a
camera and that you will need to spend some quality time up close
and personal with your subjects. Don’t panic. Just relax and enjoy
the shoot.

Key Terms
active media 188
ambient sound 180
Amphicar 179
boom microphone 177
built-in microphone 176
caption 184
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close-up shot 182
cutline 184
dead art 184
digital single-lens reflex 180
lavalier microphone 176
long shot 182
medium shot 182
mini-jack port 178
mug shot 185
natural sound 180
passive medium 188
rule of thirds 187
smartphone 179
stick microphone 176
wide shot 182
XLR input 178

Discussion Questions
1. How often do you watch videos online? What makes the video

compelling and what about the best videos keeps your attention? What
makes you turn away from videos online? About how long are the
videos you most often watch? What is the length of those you avoid?

2. What makes for a compelling slideshow? How many images will you
sit through? What makes you give up before the end of a slideshow?

3. The chapter calls the smartphone the “Amphicar of journalism,”
arguing that it doesn’t do video or photos as well as more professional
devices. What do you think of the smartphone as a journalistic tool?
What do you see as its benefits and drawbacks?

Write now!

1. Watch a newscast on TV or on a television station’s website.
Select two stories that vary in tone: one a serious news story and
the other more of a news feature or lite-brite story. Outline the
basic point of each story. Then, compare and contrast the
packages in terms of length, soundbites, shot selection and tone.
How are these similar? How do they differ? Is each package
effective in telling its story?
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2. Record at least five minutes of video in which you alter your shot
selection (long, medium, close-up) and the subjects you are
shooting at least every 15 seconds. Apply the techniques for
shooting in an attempt to avoid video problems discussed in the
chapter (poor focus, unstable video, weak audio etc.). Review
your video after the shoot, and analyze the degree to which you
were successful with your approach to this shoot. What do you
think you did well? What could have worked better? Which
problems did you most frequently encounter?

3. Select a topic you think would make for a good slideshow photo
story. Collect enough photos to complete a slideshow of at least
20 images, and include at least two long, medium and close-up
shots. Remember, variety is important in image collection, as is
the ability to create a beginning, a middle and an end of the story.
Write two-sentence captions for each of the images, and put the
images in what you perceive to be the best order using a slideshow
software program of your choosing.

Visit edge.sagepub.com/filaknews to help you accomplish your
coursework goals in an easy-to-use learning environment.
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11 Editing Audio and Video
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Learning Objectives
After completing this chapter you should be able to:

Understand the importance of using audio and video bites to augment
your text-based storytelling.
Assess the quality, value and importance of soundbites for audio and
video storytelling.
Know the various forms of video shots you can use while building a
package as well as the benefits and drawbacks of each shot type.
Identify problems associated with video and understand why these
problems detract from your storytelling.
Understand how to assemble a quality video package for presentation
on the web.

Thinking Ahead: Editing Your Raw Material Into A Polished Gem

Collecting quality raw material is crucial to the overall editing process.
As the saying goes, “Garbage in, garbage out.” However, you can start
with well-collected material and essentially turn it into a messy pile of
trash through poor cuts, bad selections and an overall lack of editing
savvy.

Editing is about choosing the best possible elements of the raw material
and presenting them to your audience. You can choose to do this as a
series of stand-alone elements, such as short soundbites or simple
selections of raw video, or you can build broadcast-style packages that
tell bigger and broader stories.

The purpose of this chapter is to go through how to separate the wheat
from the chaff as you work through your digital material and how to
create compelling audio and video messages. This chapter will also
provide a step-by-step walkthrough of how best to create a solid story
that has value to your audience members.

Audio Bites Online
As recorders became simpler and cheaper, most journalists saw the benefit
of recording interviews so that they could reassure themselves that what
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they heard was right. Today, most journalists rely on some sort of audio
recorder to cover meetings, capture interviews and gather various other
audio elements.

Broadcast journalists need to integrate audio, video and quality
writing into their work to tell the best possible stories.

mrtom-uk/iStock.com

One of the underused aspects of this desire to capture content straight from
the source’s mouth is the creation of audio soundbites for inclusion on the
web. In many cases, sources will tell short stories or give simple anecdotes
that are too long for quotes or that require a sense of sound for them to
come across well. Reporters should look for ways to cut audio bites out of
the raw interview and post them online.

An audio bite is like any other tool you have in your storytelling toolbox:
It will be beneficial only if it is used properly. In many cases, the value of
the bites comes down to the quality of the audio and the level of
importance each bite brings to your story. Consider these issues when you
select stand-alone soundbites:

Check for Clarity
The quality of the audio is always crucial in deciding if you want to go
through the trouble of cutting an audio bite out of a larger interview. A
large amount of background noise, microphone jostling or other similar
audio problems can limit the effectiveness of the bites. In addition, if you
have bad audio quality, you can annoy your audience members and detract
from their overall experience with your work. If you feel the sound quality
is strong enough to make for good bites, you can then hunt for a few audio
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chunks that will aid your reporting.

Tell a Story
Audio adds value in specific ways that text cannot. It can give your
audience members a sense of emotion that a few quick print quotes just
won’t. Audio bites that tell a story will help you enrich your work and give
the people consuming your work a better sense of who your sources are.

For example, if you are sent to cover an auction where a prominent local
farmer’s land is being sold through foreclosure, you can get a wide array
of quotes from various sources, including the farmer. However, a few one-
or two-sentence quotes won’t have the same impact as an audio recording
of those interviews. The sadness in the voice of the farmer’s daughter as
she talks about how she always imagined taking over the farm can come
through in an audio bite. The farmer, stopping to choke back sobs as he
tells how he inherited the farm from his father and his father’s father
before him, will provide a sense of emotional turmoil that can’t be
captured on a printed page or a computer screen.

Audio has the ability to grab the voice of an excited child who just got
candy during a parade, a proud soldier returning from overseas or the
anger of a protester outside a city council meeting. When you can capture
those elements in an auditory fashion, you are giving your audience a
much better experience.

Helpful Hints ➡ Identifying Problematic Video

The chapter on shooting video should help you understand how to
collect high-quality, well-structured video. That said, sometimes you
aren’t the one shooting the video, or circumstances will conspire against
your efforts to create clear, clean visuals. When assessing your video,
consider some of the following issues to determine if the video will pass
muster. Remember, nobody has absolutely perfect video, and there isn’t
a rubric of some kind that will give you a passing score to determine if
the video is usable or not. The items below should give you guidance as
you examine your work and make choices.
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Unstable Images
The quality of the video you shoot will usually start with the stability of
the images on the screen. Depending on the quality of the camera and
the environment of the shoot, a simple jostle or minor wiggle can either
slightly disorient viewers or induce a heavy bout of motion sickness. As
noted in the videography chapter, shooters who use a tripod or seek
ways to stabilize themselves during the shoot should be able to keep the
movement to a minimum. However, if you find that the “camera
wiggle” compromises the value of the video, avoid those shots.

Awkward Framing
The human eye has its own version of framing that allows you to see
things in a harmonious and pleasant way. The best-framed shots are
those that mimic the eye’s natural framing approach. The well-framed
shots eliminate empty or distracting background elements without
getting too close to the action in a way that repels the viewers.

If you feel that a visual element in a shot is too tiny or too far away,
some video programs allow you to tighten your crop and bring those
elements closer. However, if you do this, you will likely trade size for
quality, so make sure you don’t swap a clear and distant image for a
close and fuzzy one. In other cases, if you find that a visual element is
overwhelming your shot, such as when a source’s face is all you can see
in a frame, you might want to skip that shot and find a different video
clip.

Blurry video is a distraction and limits your audience’s ability to
understand your story.

vm/iStock.com

Poor Focus
Blurry video feels cheap and amateurish, which means you sacrifice
your credibility as a professional journalist in the hopes of augmenting
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your story. Most cameras have an “autofocus” option that will help you
avoid massively blurry video, but this has problems as well. The
autofocus will often continue to focus and refocus throughout the
recording, making for an odd viewing experience of constant
adjustments. Even more, the camera doesn’t always agree with you as
to what should be in focus. Thus, your mayor might be blurry
throughout his whole soundbite on the importance of fiscal
responsibility while the tree behind him is perfectly clear.

Good shooters know how to use a manual focus to keep the video
sharp and make the most important visual element in the shot the
clearest. However, if you or another journalist fails to keep the shots
sharp, you want to reconsider using any clips from that raw material.

Weigh Size Versus Value
The benefit of audio bites is they can do more work than a typical text-
based quote because they often run longer and have more “meat” to them.
This can be a problem, however, if the audio runs too long or fails to add
important information to your story. Good journalists will balance the size
of any element against the value that element brings to a story. Writers will
trim back quotes when longer versions might bore their readers. Designers
will shrink or enlarge photos as to make efficient use of space.
Photographers will crop images to home in on the action of the frame and
eliminate useless or distracting elements. The same basic premise applies
to audio editing.

Some people can tell a story in a 60-second clip and keep you riveted to
the story from start to finish. Others can make a 6-second soundbite seem
like an eternity. The point is that not all stories will lend themselves to
audio bites, and not every story can make the grade. You need to look at
how long the audio bite will run, how engaging that bite is and whether the
size and value are congruent. If they are, grab that chunk of audio and
make it part of your overall story. If not, don’t waste your time or the time
of your audience.

Video Bites Online
The audio quality issues noted above remain a concern in video-bite
selection, but you also need to consider the quality of the video itself.
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Poorly lit video, poorly framed shots or otherwise problematic video (see
the box “Identifying Problematic Video” in this chapter) will create even
bigger problems for your viewers. Make sure that the visuals themselves
are as appealing as the story the source is telling when you decide to use
the video with your story.

Occasionally, the importance of the event will override the issue of video
quality. For example, citizens often capture breaking news events with the
video recorders on their smartphones. The video can be grainy or wobbly,
but when that video is the only live recording of an explosion, a shooting
or otherwise breaking event, you should weigh the importance of the
material against the quality of the visuals.

Pairing Script and Video
Video, audio and a reporter’s script must match. If you are responsible for
packaging these elements, you need to find ways to maintain symmetry
among them. If you have a reporter talking about how much fun the kids
from Ryerson Elementary are having at the museum, you need to have a
video clip or two of kids having fun at the museum. If the reporter is
talking about how much fun they are having and you have a shot of two
kids crying, you need to rethink your approach.

The same thing applies to sequencing shots within a package. If a reporter
notes that many parents are opposed to a school board referendum, you
want to have a soundbite from a parent who is opposed to the measure. A
bite from a proponent or from a school board member, though potentially
valuable, is incongruent with your reporter’s approach.

Some stories are difficult to tell visually. Stories on things like school
violence offer few video options, outside of your standard interviews. If
you use video that shows random schoolchildren, you imply that they are
either the victims of violence or the perpetrators of it. When editors lack
quality video for a story like this, they often wallpaper over the reporter’s
script with some benign video of bulletin boards or school bags. The most
common shot is one in which the videographer sets the camera on the floor
of a hallway and captures images of students’ feet as they walk past.

Consider This ➡Using Raw Video
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An alternative to cutting bites or building packages is to simply post the
raw video footage you gathered and let your viewers see what has
happened. For example, in July 2014, New York police officers
attempted to arrest Eric Garner on suspicion of selling loose cigarettes.
During this arrest, Garner repeated “I can’t breathe” 11 times as police
pulled him to the ground, where he lost consciousness. He later died at
an area hospital. A bystander used his mobile phone to capture this
confrontation, and news stations posted the entire exchange on their
websites. In cases like this one, the less involved the reporter is, the
better the audience members are served.

However, not every mayoral announcement or every postgame
interview will merit an extended, uncut video. Unfortunately, some
reporters tend to become lazy and prefer to dump giant videos online
just so they can say, “Hey, we have video on our site!” When you look
at the issue of running raw video online, consider the following
questions:

Will someone watch this? Sticking with the audience-centricity
principle of the book, you should first consider if this is something
someone will want to see. In some cases, the answer is obvious, as rare
things mesmerize people. If you have tornado footage, video of a vice
presidential candidate falling off a stage or a crow that can say
“Grandma,” you’re probably running that footage. However, if you scan
YouTube, you can find dozens of community meetings or local events
that have fewer than 100 views. If you think your viewers won’t watch
it, don’t post it.

Is it boring? This is an offshoot of the first question, because people
will usually watch something of any length if it is exciting and
engaging. The film “Gone With the Wind” won the Oscar for best
picture and is still regarded as an incredibly important film, even though
it spans more than 238 minutes. However, commercials that come
before YouTube videos can seem interminable, even though they
usually last only 15 to 30 seconds. If the raw footage that accompanies
a story has value or if the footage is short enough to give the viewers
something important quickly, post it. If the video could put people to
sleep more quickly than a shot of NyQuil, skip it.

Does it tell a story? Journalism is about storytelling, which is why
journalists need to practice ways of putting content together in a
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coherent fashion. A story has a beginning, a middle and an end. It also
gives people a sense of what happened and why it mattered. When it
comes to raw video, if you are lucky enough to have a story that unfolds
perfectly in real time, get out of the way and let the video do the work
for you. When a video chunk can give people a simple story arc and
make them feel like they learned something, it merits inclusion. If you
find that you need to do too much to prop up the raw video with a long
backstory or other intrusions, just take the broadcast approach and start
building a package.

Although television needs video to make a story work, you can avoid the
use of video on an online story and rely on the printed word instead. If the
video is good and can match up nicely with the essence of the story, use it
to help tell the story in a more complete manner.

Building a Story From Start To Finish
To tell a story in a longer and more involved way, web-based reporters can
draw from the experiences of their broadcast counterparts in creating
packages. The previous video and broadcast chapters have given you some
insights as to how to gather material, write scripts and use specific formats
for storytelling. These previous chapters have given you a macro-level
view of working with video, which is crucial to understanding its value
and applicability. However, this chapter will provide you with more of a
micro-level approach to building a video package for the web. The
programs available for video editing vary in terms of how to attach audio
to video or where to click to find certain editing tools. Avid, Final Cut and
Adobe Premier are three of the most common programs in the field, and a
step-by-step guide for each one is included in Appendix D. Between those
program-specific walkthroughs and the information below, you should
have a pretty good overall understanding of this process from start to
finish.

Digital editing software allows you to edit broadcast stories much
more easily than previous generations of journalists, who relied on
tape-to-tape machines or grease pencils and razorblades to select and
slice film.

341



scyther5/iStock.com

Import Your Video
Although you can edit video in many new digital cameras or on
smartphones, these platforms offer fewer options for properly assembling
the footage. If you have the option of editing on a laptop or a larger
computer, you should consider it, as you can better view the quality of
images and you can do more detail-oriented work. Pull your footage from
your camera, phone or memory device into the program so you can see
what you have at your disposal. The new footage will be added to your
library of raw material so you can pick the shots you want to use.

Review Your Footage
One of the best things about digital editing programs is that you can easily
see the chunks of video. Unlike old tape-based systems, you can see how
many shots you took, get a general sense of what material is present in
each video chunk and take quick looks at various segments of those video
shots. The old system is akin to having to look at a room through a
keyhole, while the digital system is like being able to teleport to any point
in that room at any time.

Take advantage of this opportunity to scan through your work. This will
give you a sense of how many types of shots you have, what interviews
will play a large role in your story and if you need to go back and do
additional shooting. You can also start to either physically or mentally
sketch out how you think this story will evolve. When you know what the
raw material looks like, you can better plan out what you want to do with
it.
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Work With Your Audio Track
As we discussed in Chapter 9, you will be an active participant in telling
the story in a broadcast-style package. Before you go out to a shoot, you
should have an idea of what the story will tell people. When you return
from the shoot and review your footage, you can fine-tune this idea and
flesh out your script.

Review your video to see which shots tell the best stories and which
audio helps convey your messages properly.

kirill4mula/iStock.com

If you will want to lay down your reporter’s track, voicing the audio for
the package, you can do so once you start building your package. If you
prefer to do this as a separate audio file, you can record your voice on your
phone, a mini-recorder or any other program that can create digital audio
files. You can then import this like you did the video. If you run into a
problem voicing your audio track, you can either delete the track and start
over, or simply reread the content within the same take and edit out the
problems later. As you continue editing, you can trim your audio track to
better fit within the overall package or revoice a chunk of audio for a
specific use or based on a change in your script.

The most important thing is to determine how you want to assemble your
package. Some people feel more comfortable writing to the video portion
of the story, using specific words and sentences to attach to the video they
shot. Others feel better writing a script and then collecting video to match
up with their idea of what the story should say.

Select Shots and Form Sequences
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Good video journalists pick through their shots like grocery shoppers
picking through produce, finding specific things that will aid them in
meeting their overall goal and then carefully choosing only the best
version of that item. Just as a shopper might spend a few minutes carefully
examining a tomato or a melon, a reporter must take equal care in going
through the various shots and making the best overall selections.

Each shot has value in telling a story, but your work in assembling them
into a single package also has a large impact on your overall storytelling
approach. (See the box on shots for a more detailed examination of this
topic.) You can move from a long shot to another long shot to another long
shot in an attempt to provide broad overviews of multiple housing
developments. You can rely heavily on medium shots, which would allow
you to tell the story in a very plain and yet easily consumable way. You
can use a series of close-up shots to give people a strong sense of detail if
you are telling a story about a local embroidery club and you want the
detail of the needle and thread piercing the cloth.

In most cases, you will mix the shot types to create sequences that provide
a variety of views on a given topic. Moving from shot type to shot type
will require clear cohesion of ideas within the sequence. For example, look
at your lecture hall or computer lab. You could start a video about what’s
going on in there right now with a long shot that shows multiple people
taking notes or working on computers. You could then move to a medium
shot of an individual student writing or typing. A close-up could then
follow that shows the pen writing on the paper or the fingers on the
keyboard. The logical progression provides your viewers with an easy
sense of what is happening: People are working in a classroom. However,
if you started with the close-up, moved to the long shot and then jumped
back to the medium shot, you would likely confuse your viewers.

Helpful Hints ➡ When to Use Each Shot in Your Story

The previous chapter introduced you to the various types of shots. Here
is a closer look at when these shot types work well and when they
don’t:

A long shot can establish a scene, such as a large forest, a crowded fair
or a majestic mountain range.
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A medium shot mimics what your eye traditionally sees and can give
your audience a connection to the people in the frame.

Aldo Murillo/iStock.com

A close up allows you to see details like no other shot.

eclipse_images/iStock.com

Long Shot
Use it when you want to:

Establish the scene
Show the massive size of something (crowds, desolation,
devastation)
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Move from one setting to another
Provide respite from too many close-up and medium shots

Avoid it when:

Details are important
It leaves too much wasted space within the frame
You have a primary speaker within a frame

Medium Shot
Use it when you want to:

Get an interview with a subject that will be used for soundbites
later
Focus on an action-reaction sequence between people or within a
small group of people
Provide the viewers with a small piece of action within an event
Move from a long shot to a more intimate shot

Avoid it when:

The scene lacks value
The participants can’t be adequately framed in this fashion
It fails to provide the impact that a different shot would provide
You have used too many of these in a row without breaking for a
close-up or a long shot

Close-Up Shot
Use it when you want to:

Focus on a detail that would otherwise be overlooked
Provide the viewers with an intimate look at something
Capture a small action

Avoid it when:

You can’t tell what is happening in the frame
The close-up shot doesn’t follow logically in a sequence from the
long shot to the medium shot to the close-up
It jars the viewer because the action doesn’t translate at that level
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When you move between shot types, you should consider them on a long
shot–medium shot–close-up shot continuum; you can’t jump from one end
to the other without moving through the midpoint on that line. So, you can
go from long to long to medium to close-up to medium to medium to long
without too much problem. However, if you go from long to close-up to
long to close-up, you will end up disorienting your viewers.

During the selection process, you also need to determine how long each
shot will be in the sequence. In most cases, shots of b-roll can range from
4 to 6 seconds without too much trouble. If you go shorter, the pace of the
piece will speed up, and in some cases, it will feel rushed. If the shots go
longer, the piece will move more slowly, and you run the risk of boring
people. Soundbites tend to run between 8 and 12 seconds in most standard
broadcast pieces, although circumstances can dictate that they be shorter or
longer.

The idea with most of these “rules” is that you can break them if you have
a good reason to do so. However, if you break them because you don’t
know any better, you can create a painful viewing experience for your
audience members.

Avoid Gimmicky Transitions
Early work in broadcast required editors to physically chop apart the tape
with a pair of scissors or a razor blade, thus leading the primary form of
editing to be known as a “cut.” Digital technology allows you to do a lot of
the more “Hollywood-style” transitions now, ranging from wipes and
fades to explosions and spirals, but these new options won’t turn you into
the news version of Steven Spielberg.

When you use transitions other than the cut, you draw attention to the
editing process and thus distract the viewers from the content itself. The
purpose of your editing is to tell a story, not amuse people with gimmicks.
If you stick with the standard-cut approach, you will have a much cleaner
package and a more focused audience.

Add Graphics and Other Elements
The inclusion of graphic elements in a video package can help your
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viewers better understand the content and free you from adding bulky
information to your script. For example, if you use a graphic of
superimposed text (often called a “super”) with your soundbite, you can
identify your speaker and that person’s attachment to the story (Sue Smith,
County Fair Participant). This prevents you from having to incorporate her
name and value into your script.

Other great uses of a graphic include displaying pie charts during an
election story, showcasing a mini-biography for a new police chief and
providing the website for a group you featured in your story. Digital tools
make these elements easy to add and can help your audience members
better consume specific content elements.

As with every other tool outlined in this book, you should consider the
value of graphics before you add them. Some graphics, such as supers, will
almost always add to a story, while others seem out of place because they
are too complex for their brief appearance on the screen. Before you build
a graphic, you need to determine if it will add value to the story and if you
can use the graphic in a natural, nonjarring way as part of your package.

Thoughts From A Pro ➡ Brandon Kinnard, Sports Director, WAOW-
TV

Brandon Kinnard’s passion for sports journalism and his love of
audio/video storytelling landed him an amazing gig in his home state:
sports director at WAOW-TV in Wausau, Wisconsin. He started at the
station as a weekend sports anchor, having already spent two summers
as a media relations director for the Green Bay Bullfrogs baseball club
and having worked for his college TV station.
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Kinnard said that the key to doing well with video-based storytelling is
tied to the video itself.

“Rule number one is to write to your video,” he said. “Video tells the
story in television. I started out doing a lot of radio in college, so it took
me longer than I’d like to admit to really learn that. Video and audio are
gifts to those of us who work in TV. They give us a distinct and very
valuable tool that our friends who work in print don’t have.”

During his earlier years in broadcast, Kinnard said, he often forgot how
important the visual was to his stories.

“My main suggestion to people starting out in this would be to let the
video speak for you,” Kinnard said. “In sports, we do quite a bit of
highlights on a daily basis. Seeing as I started out in radio, I at first felt
the need to ‘over talk’ during those. Now, I prefer a much slower-paced
style, and I let the video speak for itself, while providing a few
comments along the way.”

On top of these changes to his style, Kinnard said, he needed to adapt
his broadcast approach to help tell stories differently on the web.

“We post all of our stories to the Web and we always re-write them into
more of a print style,” he said. “Sometimes, this requires a drastic
overhaul, and the script ends up looking much different than it did as a
broadcast story. The story arc and main points are always the same, but
sometimes you have to tell it in a very different way than you did in the
broadcast story.”

Regardless of the platform or the approach to his content, Kinnard said
that he keeps the audience he serves at the forefront of everything he
does.
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“In television, we cater a great deal to our target audience,” he said.
“That can be tough for those of us who work in sports—because much
of the time, our audience isn’t necessarily sports fans, the way it would
be if we were working at ESPN. They’re casual sports fans at best, and
that’s fine . . . .We just need to make sure we keep that in mind when
reporting . . . .Our station reminds us of the target audience all the
time.”

One Last Thing
Q: If you could tell the students reading this book anything you think is
important, what would it be?

A: “The best piece of advice I can give is just to be wary of your
surroundings. News, especially in TV, is all about being observant—
noticing things your audience might not and telling them about it/why
it’s important. Pride yourself on being observant. Take the extra time
and go the extra mile to make your story better, don’t just go through
the motions.”

Review The Package For Any Errors
The process of creating a package can lead to errors similar to those of any
other journalistic endeavor. You can mix up the names of your sources or
misspell them. You can forget to introduce a concept before you begin
explaining it. You can forget a crucial aspect of the story, thus
undercutting the whole purpose of your piece. In video work, other errors
can also occur, including things like jump cuts, truncated soundbites and
poor sequencing. No matter the cause or the error, before you put the final
product out for public consumption, you should do your best to polish the
package and remove the problems.

When you want to tell stories that involve complex numbers or
complicated processes, consider using a graphic as part of your
package.
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In most cases, video packages are only a minute or two long, so you can
review them multiple times. On your first pass, you could assess your
speech quality and your pace in the voiceover. When you review it a
second time, you could pay particular attention to how well the video
matches the audio. A third examination could look for visual errors, such
as bad video sequences and the use of graphics. At a certain point, you
have to be passably satisfied with your work, and you need to publish it.
Once you do, keep an eye on the way your audience reacts to it, including
online comments and social media shares. If someone points out an error,
you can always examine the story and determine if you need to rework the
package or issue a correction. If the story becomes popular for positive
reasons, you can plan a quality follow-up to that story.

The Big Three

Here are the three key things you should take away from this chapter:

1. The edit matters: Good video editors can do a lot of things with
so-so video. Bad video editors can wreck incredible footage. You
need to know how best to use video and audio, what approach to
take in which situations and how to give your audience members a
valuable experience when they watch your content.

2. Video tells the story: As Brandon Kinnard said, video and audio
are gifts, and we should treat them as such. Use the sounds and
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images you have available to their maximum potential, and get out
of their way. The less often you inject yourself into the mix, the
better you are.

3. Cater to your audience: When it comes to selecting video or
audio content, creating packages or posting raw video, keep the
audience needs at the forefront of your mind. An audience should
get material that is relevant and engaging, so make sure you are
thinking about what will matter to viewers and how to engage
them. This will help you figure out what will work and what
won’t when it comes to video.

Key Terms
autofocus 197
crop 197
fade 203
jump cut 205
manual focus 197
pie chart 203
raw video 195
reporter’s track 201
sequencing 198
super 203
wipe 203

Discussion Questions
1. What are the benefits and drawbacks of the three types of basic video

shots outlined in your book? When should you use each of them?
2. Brandon Kinnard noted that he felt that journalists should “let the video

speak for itself.” Do you agree or disagree with him on this issue?
Based on your experiences with broadcast journalism and internet
video packages, how well do you feel professionals follow his advice?

3. How much “raw video” do you find yourself watching online? What
makes it worth watching, or what makes you avoid it? Do you think the
people who post it think more about their own interests or those of the
audience members who will be watching it?
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Write now!

1. Use an audio recorder while conducting an interview with a
source. After the interview, use a simple audio editor to select and
save two soundbites that range between 15 and 25 seconds each.
Write a short essay (1 to 1.5 pages) that explains who this source
is, the topic of the soundbites and why you feel these are valuable
stand-alone soundbites.

2. Use an audio recorder while conducting an interview with a
source on a topic. After the interview, select two soundbites that
range between 10 and 15 seconds each. Write a 1-minute-long
script that incorporates those bites. Voice the script and integrate
the soundbites into your piece and save it as a simple radio-style
package.

3. Review a broadcast news package you find either on television or
online. Analyze the overall quality of the video in terms of the
possible problems your book describes (poor focus, awkward
framing, unstable images). Assess the degree to which b-roll,
soundbites and a stand-up are used effectively. How well did this
reporter do in creating a clear and engaging news package? Write
a short essay (2 to 2.5 pages) that discusses your findings.

4. Use video from the video bank available to you online to create a
simple package. Write a brief script on the topic and voice it.
Then, insert the soundbites where you placed them in the story
and top it off with effective b-roll. Make sure to match your video
to your script and properly write in and out of your bites.

Visit edge.sagepub.com/filaknews to help you accomplish your
coursework goals in an easy-to-use learning environment.
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12 Law and the Media
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Learning Objectives
After completing this chapter you should be able to:

Understand the value of the First Amendment with regard to
journalistic activity as well as the misconceptions people hold about its
applicability.
Identify the key components of libel and apply them to potentially
libelous situations.
Apply the various defenses of libel to potentially libelous situations.
Explain the rationale behind open meetings and open records and be
able to investigate the laws governing each as they apply to your state.
Understand the basic tenets of privacy and the ways in which reporters
can violate the right to privacy.
Define and differentiate between public and private areas as well as
public figures, limited-purpose public figures and private individuals.
Discuss issues related to confidentiality and press shield laws.

Thinking Ahead: The Law Is Your Friend

The concept of media law often fills students with anxiety over court-
case memorization and broad-sweeping legal decisions. Legal
precedents and case law are important aspects of journalism, although
very rarely will you have to cite a specific decision during the course of
a reporting assignment.

The law is fraught with contradictions, conundrums and general
confusion, as it isn’t created once, but rather as a giant patchwork quilt
that does its best to cover important aspects of life and keep up with a
rapidly changing world. To that end, what the law deems important in
one state might be less concerning in another state. Understanding what
you can and can’t do as well as where you should or shouldn’t be will
prevent officials from restricting your access to events and documents.

This chapter will examine the various aspects of media law, including
topics of open access, libel and invasion of privacy. What you will get
here should help you find your legal footing and perhaps pique your
interest for that higher level law course.
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Understanding the First Amendment
The First Amendment to the Constitution reads as follows:

A protester holds a poster during a demonstration in support of
freedom of the press in Berlin, a reaction to a treason investigation
against two writers of the news blog Netzpolitik. The case centers on
the blog Netzpolitik.org (Net politics), which earlier this year
published documents on plans by Germany’s domestic security
agency to step up internet surveillance.

BRITTA PEDERSEN/AFP/Getty Images

Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or
prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech,
or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to
petition the government for a redress of grievances.

That’s five freedoms (or six, depending on if you see one or two freedoms
under religion) the Founding Fathers gave to us in a tightly written, 45-
word paragraph. The concepts of “speech” and “press” are crucial to our
work as journalists, and we need to take those responsibilities seriously.
The writers of the Bill of Rights didn’t throw those in there because they
were looking for something to fill space. They saw the ability to get
information from people and convey it to a larger audience without
government interference as crucial to the functionality of this country.

Since its introduction, the First Amendment has been interpreted and
analyzed in a variety of ways that widen its protections in some cases and
limit it in others. The amendment is a living thing that constantly evolves,
and as a journalist, you need to be aware of how it works and what it does
and doesn’t do for you.
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Misconceptions About the Amendment
People often get in trouble when they think of the First Amendment as a
sword instead of a shield. They convince themselves that “freedom of the
press” provides them with access to areas that are off limits, allows them
to publish material without thinking about potential ramifications and
generally act like numbskulls in public. Even those people who see it as a
shield can get into trouble once they realize the amendment isn’t
bulletproof. Here are some of the bigger misconceptions associated with
the First Amendment:

No One Can Stop You From Publishing Anything
You Want

The First Amendment clearly notes, “Congress shall make no law,” which
was later extended to all forms of government. However, the government
isn’t the only body or organization that can prohibit you from publishing
things. Corporations that own your newspaper or magazine can prohibit
certain things from being published. The Federal Communications
Commission has a say in what can and can’t be done on television news.
Even certain web platforms place specific rules and regulations on content
in their user agreements.

Nothing Bad Can Happen to You After You Publish

The ability to publish without governmental prohibition isn’t as great as it
sounds in some cases. People erroneously equate “free press” and “free
speech” with “consequence-free press” and “consequence-free speech.”
Whatever you publish can run afoul of the law, and that can lead to some
negative outcomes. If you publish incorrect information that harms
someone, you can end up on the wrong side of a libel suit. If you enter a
private area without permission, someone might sue you for invasion of
privacy or trespassing. Even if you publish accurate information, you
could still be harmed in the “court of public opinion,” with readers turning
their backs on you. The First Amendment doesn’t protect you from every
potential harm, so you need to be careful with what you publish.

Professional Journalists Enjoy Stronger Protections
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Than Other People

The United States doesn’t consider journalists to be a special class of the
citizenry. Every John and Jane Q. Public has the same rights and
responsibilities as the journalists at the top publications in the country. The
benefit of this is that we have many more opportunities for an engaged and
informed citizenry. The drawback is that any yahoo with an internet
connection and a Twitter feed can land himself of herself in a lot of trouble
without even knowing it.

The First Amendment Is Clear and Absolute

The amendment is neither of these things, as the government has limited
speech and press during times of war, as it did with the Sedition Act
during World War I and with the Smith Act during World War II. Courts
have limited speech with time, place and manner restrictions, prohibiting
people from doing certain things at certain times in certain areas. Although
the phraseology of “Congress shall make no law” sounds like a rock-solid
judgment from on high, plenty of people have found out the hard way that
the First Amendment is open to interpretation.

Law Across Media Platforms: Levels of
Protection
Throughout this chapter, most of what we talk about involving freedom,
access and rights applies to all citizens of the United States. That said, the
laws that govern media vary from platform to platform and have continued
to evolve. This is why a full understanding of media law is crucial to
reporters.

Alt-right blogger Jason Kessler waits for protesters to quiet before
beginning a news conference in front of City Hall Aug. 13, 2017 in
Charlottesville, Virginia. Kessler, who helped organize the Unite the
Right rally one day earlier, blamed Charlottesville government
officials and law enforcement for failing to protect the First
Amendment rights of the rally’s participants, a collection of white
supremacists, neo-Nazis, Ku Klux Klan members and alt-right
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supporters.

Chip Somodevilla/ Getty Images

Traditional print publications, such as newspapers and magazines, enjoy
the broadest freedoms under the law, as those inalienable rights were
codified in the Bill of Rights. The Founding Fathers determined that an
unfettered press would lead to an informed citizenry and thus a healthy and
robust society. It was for this reason that they declared in the First
Amendment that the government may not stand in the way of the press to
gather and publish information under most circumstances.

Television and radio stations are overseen and licensed by the Federal
Communications Commission, which can establish rules and guidelines
for broadcasters. The FCC cannot censor news content, as that would be in
clear violation of the First Amendment, but it can place restrictions on
content based on issues such as indecency and profanity. It can also react
to citizen complaints regarding the “rigging or slanting the news,” or
otherwise producing intentionally false content.1

The FCC’s level of oversight regarding a particular station is determined
based on how the content is disseminated. Broadcast channels that use
public airwaves are the most heavily governed, because the broadcast
spectrum is viewed as a limited public resource. The FCC also oversees
cable and satellite stations, but these outlets have a wider degree of latitude
in terms of content, in part because of the unlimited number of channels
available on which they can operate. Additionally, the public airwaves can
arrive in a person’s home simply by turning on a television, while cable
and satellite programming requires people to subscribe to a service and
actively bring the content into their homes.

The current battle over censorship rests with the internet, which contains
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aspects of both print and broadcast. The internet currently receives
protections more akin to those enjoyed by print products, although the
government has made several efforts over the years to curtail free speech
online. The Communications Decency Act of 1996 was the first and most
well-known effort to place restrictions upon online content. The act was
proposed in reaction to the proliferation of pornography online and sought
to apply broadcast indecency regulations to the internet. This would have
extended the FCC’s oversight to websites and would have punished
indecent speech that would have otherwise been protected by the First
Amendment.2 In 1997, the Supreme Court determined in Reno v. ACLU
that the anti-indecency provisions were unconstitutional.3 Other similar
efforts followed, including the Child Online Protection Act, but for the
most part the internet has emerged unscathed.

Reporter’s Privilege
Journalists in the United States are not licensed as they are in other
countries, and as such they do not tend to receive rights not bestowed upon
the general citizenry. For example, anyone is allowed to attend a public
meeting and report on what happened during the event. Any citizen can be
sued for libel if the actions of the accused fall within the parameters of
libel (see the section on libel later in this chapter).

This picture taken on July 14, 2011 shows Wikileaks founder Julian
Assange holding a legal document as he addresses a press conference
in central London. The whistleblowing website WikiLeaks said Oct.
24, 2011 it was suspending publishing classified U.S. diplomatic files
to focus instead on fundraising “to ensure our future survival.”

BEN STANSALL/Getty Images
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One term that indicates that reporters do get special rights is “reporter’s
privilege,” which states that journalists cannot be compelled to testify or
disclose information about confidential sources in court. The
constitutionality of this privilege came before the Supreme Court in the
1972 Branzburg v. Hayes decision, in which the court held that reporters
could not use the First Amendment as a defense against testifying before a
grand jury.

In the case, the Louisville Courier-Journal’s Paul Branzburg witnessed
people making and using hashish in the process of reporting on a story
about drug use. He was subpoenaed and ordered to name his sources. The
court ruled 5-4 that Branzburg and two other journalists who had been
subpoenaed in separate cases did not have a reporter’s privilege. However,
the court did establish that this was limited to the facts of these cases and
that a subsequent case could provide cause to prevent a reporter from
testifying.

The courts have generally created a balancing test between the reporter’s
right to protect sources and the law’s desire to obtain information. Legal
expert Ashley Messenger notes that the courts usually examine three
criteria to determine if a reporter’s privilege exists:

1. Has the person subpoenaing the journalist tried to get the information
sought from the journalist in all other reasonable ways before
resorting to a subpoena?

2. Does the reporter possess information that is relevant and crucial to
the case at hand, or is this a “fishing expedition?”

3. What kind of case is this and is there an overriding public interest in
this information? Messenger notes courts are more likely to grant
privilege in civil cases than criminal ones.4

According to the Reporters Committee for Freedom of the Press, 31 states
and the District of Columbia have passed “shield laws” that give
journalists an explicit level of reporter’s privilege. Those laws vary from
state to state, so understanding exactly who receives protection and under
what circumstances requires some due diligence on your part. For a full
list of the states and what level of protection you can receive, go to
https://www.rcfp.org/reporters-privilege.
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Let the Sunshine in: Rules for Transparency
and Access
Congress passed the Government in the Sunshine Act in 1976 as part of a
series of laws intended to increase transparency at the federal level. This
act dictated that, with rare and specific exceptions, federal meetings should
be open to the public for observation. Officials who supported the act
surmised that if government business was conducted in the “sunlight,”
politicians would conduct themselves in a way that best served the people
to whom they were accountable.

Charlottesville Mayor Mike Signer (C) takes a seat before the start of
a “community recovery” town hall meeting. Rules regarding the
“openness” of events like these are important for journalists to
understand.

Chip Somodevilla/Getty Images

Each state also has a series of laws meant to provide members of the
public with access to the machinations of their governmental bodies. The
rules that govern each state vary from the federal rules and from one
another, but all forms of government are held to some standard of
openness. One key thing noted in many of the state laws is the phrase “all
persons are entitled,” which makes it clear that these rules serve everyone,
not just journalists.

Although the term “sunshine laws” means different things to various
people, the rules of most concern to journalists tend to fall into one of two
areas: open meetings and open records.
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Open Meetings
Laws that govern the gathering of public officials are meant to give
citizens an opportunity to see how politicians represent the best interests of
their constituents. Governmental bodies are thus required to meet in
public, provide an agenda in advance of their meetings and keep minutes
of those events. The federal government and the states vary on how they
meet these and other requirements. For example, the state of Oregon
requires that “all public bodies provide reasonable notice to the public for
meetings,” noting that special meetings require at least 24 hours’ advance
notice to the public and the media. Texas, however, requires that
governmental bodies “must provide 72 hours notice including an agenda
for all public meetings.” In the state of Washington, the legislature is
exempted from the state’s open meeting law, while in New York, the
legislature is specifically included in the law. (For a full list of the states
and the laws that govern their open meetings, go to
https://ballotpedia.org/State_open_meetings_laws.)

Each state also allows these bodies to close all or some of the meeting to
the public, but they must announce in advance that they are closing the
meeting and provide a legal rationale for closing it. Although the rules
vary from state to state, closed meetings can take place to discuss things
such as personnel matters, property purchases and collective bargaining
strategies. That said, meetings are presumed to be open, and the burden
rests on the governmental body to take the steps necessary to close the
meeting and justify the reasoning behind its closure.

Open Records
The goal of having federal and state open record laws is to provide people
with the most transparency possible with regard to the actions of the
governments that oversee them. Most governmental agencies generate a lot
of paper, which includes interoffice memos, budgetary assessments and
procedural documents, as well as a lot of electronic communication,
including email and text messages. The federal government operates under
the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) and provides any member of the
public with the opportunity to request and examine the records of federal
agencies. In most cases, these documents are available to the public, with a
few notable exceptions.
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Each state also offers its citizenry the opportunity to examine and request
copies of documents generated by governmental bodies. The “sunshine
laws” that govern the release of these records vary from state to state, so it
is important to understand the rules of the state you work in as well as any
state from which you wish to request records. However, the underlying
premise of these laws is standard across the board: People have the right to
know what is going on in their government. These documents can be
crucial to reporters, as people can often forget or lie, but documents have a
knack for telling the truth. (A larger review of how to request documents is
included in Appendix C.)

Thoughts From A Pro ➡ Charles N. Davis, Dean of the Henry W.
Grady College of Journalism and Mass Communication, University of
Georgia

Charles N. Davis has spent a lifetime as an advocate for open access to
governmental procedures. He currently serves as the dean of the Henry
W. Grady College of Journalism and Mass Communication at the
University of Georgia. Before that, he spent 14 years as a faculty
member at the University of Missouri, where he also served as the
executive director of the National Freedom of Information Coalition
and the Freedom of Information Center.

© Charles N. Davis
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Davis, who has published several books on acquiring public records and
journalism in the information age, said that beginning reporters must
understand the importance of access.

“It’s really difficult when you are just starting out and someone in a
position of authority walks up to you and says, ‘You can’t be here,’”
Davis said. “Can you be there? Is your reporting taking place in a public
forum? A limited purpose public forum? Do you leave, or stand your
ground? It’s an intimidating situation, and one in which you need to
know your rights, so you can gently and civilly push back if you are in
the right.”

Reporters who know their rights will do much better in the field than
those who don’t, Davis said, especially when faced with people who
don’t want the media covering them.

“As a reporter, I encountered situations where those I was covering
mistakenly thought I had no legal right to be there, and it was on me to
know better,” he said. “In the heat of the moment, you need to have a
good grasp of your legal standing to be on site.”

On the opposite side of the spectrum is the issue of privacy, which
Davis said is another huge issue facing journalists today. Although the
two issues seem mutually exclusive, Davis argues that these journalistic
needs can and should coexist.

“Public officials have done a most effective job of convincing the
public that it protects their privacy by removing whole categories of
information from public scrutiny,” he said. “I reject that premise. What
happens instead is that information that once belonged to the public
becomes the exclusive property of government, and that reduces our
sovereignty as people with each exemption. It’s a delicate balance, and
I am no absolutist, but I have watched as whole classes of records are
removed from the public with little thought as to the reduction in public
scrutiny and accountability.”

To improve transparency and accountability, Davis said journalists need
to educate record keepers about the importance of open records. In
addition, journalists need to make open record requests part of their
standard reporting.

“The biggest single issue with access, day to day, is a lack of training
on both sides of the ball: those entrusted with access know little about
the ins and outs of FOI law and are far too often hunkered down in a
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defensive mode, devaluing the democratic importance of transparency .
. .” he said. “On the other side of the equation, journalists don’t use FOI
laws nearly as often as they should. They are up against deadlines,
crushing realities with regard to time management and just getting
through the day, I know . . . but man, the stories that just sit there for
want of a simple FOI request! Newsrooms need to regularize FOI
requests as part of the daily workflow. Reporters need to get themselves
into a ‘documents state of mind’—constantly thinking about what
records might be out there.”

One last thing:
Q: If you could tell the students reading this book anything you think is
important, what would it be?

A: “What I always remind student journalists is that the law is the floor
of human behavior—it is what you can do, and often not what you
should do. So much exists in the extralegal domain of good, old-
fashioned reporting. How persuasive can you be? Have you asked the
right questions, of enough people? Have you exhausted every angle,
talked with every single person who might be able to help you get to the
truth? The law is not an excuse for not doing the work.”

Rules for Recording
The Reporters Committee for Freedom of the Press notes that federal law
allows the recording of calls and other electronic communication as long
as at least one person involved in the communication is aware of the
recording. In addition, 38 states have adopted similar “one-party consent”
rules, which allow you to record someone without their consent. The other
12 states require that all parties involved in a phone call or other similar
discussion consent to the recording. In almost no circumstance can you
record a call to which you are not a party, a concept often referred to as
wiretapping. (You can find a full listing of the states and their laws on
recording on the committee’s website: http://www.rcfp.org/reporters-
recording-guide/state-state-guide.)

Each state has specific rules about who must consent to the recording
of conversations. Look up the rules pertaining to your state before
you inadvertently break the law.

366

http://www.rcfp.org/reporters-recording-guide/state-state-guide


finwal/iStock.com

In many cases, you might be better off just asking your source if you can
record the call or the conversation. It can inspire trust and provide a
mutually respectful environment for your discussion. (We will talk more
about the “can” vs. “should” approaches to things like this in Chapter 13
on ethics.)

The Basics of Libel
The term libel is frequently misunderstood and misapplied. Libel refers to
the publication of false, defamatory statements that can harm a person’s
reputation. The harm can come in a variety of ways, such as financial
losses, persistent ridicule or societal hatred.

Reporters often harm people’s reputations when they reveal shady
business practices, criminal activity and some truly stupid public behavior.
This can lead people to feel aggrieved and looking for some form of
payback, and this often takes the form of a lawsuit (or at least the threat of
one). Legal expert Ashley Messenger outlines seven key elements that a
plaintiff (the person bringing the suit) must demonstrate5 to win a libel
suit:

Singer Courtney Love found herself at the center of several “Twibel”
suits due to her use of Twitter to attack other people.
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1. The statement is defamatory.
2. The statement is false.
3. The statement is a factual, as opposed to opinion-based, assertion.
4. The statement clearly identifies someone.
5. The statement is published.
6. The defendant acted with the requisite level of fault.
7. The plaintiff suffered damages.

This is a difficult, but not impossible, burden to meet for people hoping to
win a lawsuit. Some of the elements are easier to understand than others,
so for the sake of simplicity, we will review the defenses of libel, hitting
on the more crucial elements outlined above. Before we get into those
defenses, it is important to look at the aspect of publication, because it has
taken on new meaning thanks to the variety of media platforms available
to professional journalists and the general public.

The courts have defined publication as the sharing of information with
someone other than the plaintiff in the libel case. Some people erroneously
believe this means the material has to be printed in a newspaper or a
magazine in order to qualify as being “published.” However, as long as the
material is sent to a third party, a court may determine the material meets
the publication standard. For example, if you printed a single sheet of
paper that listed false and defamatory statements about your professor and
shared it with your classmates, you might meet the standard of publication.
The same could be true if you posted it to a campus kiosk where students
frequently go to learn about events at the university. It’s also worth noting
that the republication of someone else’s false statement is viewed as
publication in many cases.

The bigger concerns come in the digital realm, where a single tweet or post
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can go viral in hours or even minutes. Courts have held that publication is
not limited to the “dead-tree” versions of publications and that material
shared via social media sites, like Twitter and Facebook, or posted on
blogging sites can meet the publication standard. For example, in the wake
of the death of music legend Prince, musician Sinéad O’Connor wrote on
her Facebook page that Prince had often used drugs throughout his career
and that he “got his drugs over the decades” from actor Arsenio Hall. In
May 2016, Hall filed a $5 million defamation suit against O’Connor,
stating that her claims were absolutely false and damaging.6 In February
2017, O’Connor publically retracted her claims, and Hall said he would
drop his suit.7

Helpful Hints ➡ When Someone Tells You, “I Don’t Like This! I’m
Suing You!”

Just because someone is screaming at you and threatening to sue, it
doesn’t necessarily mean that person is right. Don’t let fear of a
screamer force you to change your story before you know all the facts.

imtmphoto/Shutterstock

Angry phone calls and hostile emails go with the territory in journalism.
People aren’t thrilled when their misdeeds are made public or when a
story fails to do what they wanted it to do. In some cases, people will
say or do something without giving it a second thought until a media
outlet makes it public and the person receives unexpected backlash.

All of this usually leads people to threaten a journalist with something
along the lines of “I’ll sue you!”

369



Lawsuits can be scary, and flustered journalists can react poorly in these
situations. This can take the form of an angry rebuke or a quick
backpedal with a promise to “fix it.” To help you deal with threats and
anger, here are a few quick pointers:

Remain calm: Just like when you are in the field, a panicking
reporter is a useless reporter in this situation. You need to realize
that the threat of a lawsuit is just that: a threat. It is highly unlikely
that the person will sue you at all, let alone sue you successfully.
However, you should take every call or email like this seriously
and keep your wits about you while you do.
Determine the problem: Just because someone doesn’t like
something, it doesn’t necessarily follow that they have grounds for
legal action. The key thing is to determine what has upset this
person so you can figure out your best course of action. For
example, if a caller says something in the story is wrong, you can
determine if there is a factual error or if the person just disagrees
with a source in your story. This will help you see if you need to
run a correction or if you need to explain how reporters gather
information from sources.
Don’t make a promise you can’t keep: When a person is yelling
at you on the phone about how you screwed something up, the
“fight or flight” instinct can kick in pretty quickly. You might feel
like the best way to get out of the situation is “flight,” where you
apologize profusely for everything and assure the person
everything will be fixed right away. This can lead you to make
promises you can’t keep, such as changing a story, pulling
something off the web or something else to make this person back
off. In other cases, you might go into “fight” mode, where you
push back at the caller with some anger of your own. This can
further enrage the person and lead to even worse consequences if
your publication eventually has to correct an error or apologize for
a story. You probably won’t be the final arbiter of how your
publication will deal with these situations, so don’t promise action
when it’s not yours to promise. The only thing you should promise
is that you will do your best to look into this and inform your
superiors.
Get contact information: You will almost certainly need to do a
bit of digging before you can solve any problem. Even if the
problem isn’t yours to solve, you want to make sure you have the
contact information from the person who raised the issue. With
email, this is easy enough, as you can forward the complaint to the
reporter involved in the story (if it’s not you) or to your editor and
the person’s email address is right there. In the case of a phone
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call, make sure you get the person’s name and number so you or
someone else at your office can get back to him or her as needed.

The concept of “twibel,” a term referring to potentially libelous statements
made via Twitter, has also found its way into the courts recently, thanks to
actress and musician Courtney Love. In January 2014, Love won a case in
which she was accused of defaming her former attorney with a tweet.
Rhonda Holmes sued Love for $8 million after Love’s tweet alleging that
Holmes had been “bought off” during her investigation into the estate of
Love’s late husband. The jury found that although Love’s statements did
have the potential to harm Holmes’ reputation, the plaintiff did not prove
that Love knew the statements she made were false.8

A second set of legal battles between Love and fashion designer Dawn
Simorangkir has also codified social media as a danger zone for libel
claims. Simorangkir sued Love over claims of defamation made via
Twitter in 2009. Although Love settled the suit for $430,000 in 2011, the
issue reemerged when Love repeated her statements in 2013 on the social
media site Pinterest.9 In 2015, Love settled with Simorangkir again,
agreeing to pay her $350,000 over the Pinterest statements.10

These outcomes should make it clear that every word you type and share
with others has the potential to get you into trouble. With that in mind, you
should use your best judgment every time you present information to an
audience.

Defenses against Libel
As we have discussed throughout the book, good reporting and meticulous
recordkeeping can keep you out of trouble most of the time. That said,
even if you do take care with your approach to content, people can still
become disgruntled and threaten to sue you. With that in mind, here are
some crucial defenses for you:

Truth
Truth is the silver bullet of defenses against a libel claim. In most cases,
defamation is easy to prove, or at least it can be interpreted easily. It’s
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highly unlikely that people would debate that being accused of murder
didn’t defame someone. Thus, the first big stop on the road to a libel suit is
the issue of factual accuracy.

Absolute privilege allows officials acting in an official capacity to say
pretty much whatever they want without fear of a libel suit.
Journalists operate under qualified privilege and can quote these
people with a similar level of protection.

Mark Wilson/Getty Images

As much as the mayor might dislike that you reported he had stolen funds
from the city to buy a Rolex, if you are right, he doesn’t have much ground
on which to stand from a libel standpoint. The law dictates that not only
must the plaintiff demonstrate that the information published is false, but
that it is substantially false. In other words, it is the responsibility of the
person suing you to show how the inaccuracy is at the core of the
defamation. If you made a few minor grammar or spelling errors in the
piece, those aren’t enough to demonstrate falsity.

This is why checking your facts, verifying content with your sources and
otherwise nailing down the accuracy of information is crucial to your job
as a reporter. If you know you have the right stuff, you can feel a lot better
about your odds of winning.

Opinion
The line “You are entitled to your own opinion, but not your own facts”
applies nicely when discussing the issue of libel. Courts are required to
determine if something is factually based, as opposed to being an opinion,
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before they can act on a claim of libel. If you wrote, “Earl Watson
committed murder and spent 20 years in prison as a result,” that has
elements that could be checked for factual accuracy, such as the
conviction, the charge and the length of his term. However, if you were to
write, “Earl Watson is a vile and evil person,” this would lean toward
opinion, as the terms “vile” and “evil” are vague and lack the ability to be
proved or disproved.

Helpful Hints ➡ Understanding Fault and Damage

Aside from the key defenses against libel, journalists would do well to
understand the ways in which fault and damage apply during a
defamation suit.

According to the Digital Media Law Project website, fault is
determined based on the degree to which a publisher did something or
failed to do something prior to publication with regard to the potentially
libelous statements.

The DMLP site notes that fault generally falls into one of two
categories: negligence and actual malice.11 Negligence is the easier of
the two standards to meet, and it applies to private individuals suing for
libel. This standard requires only that the media outlet did not do
everything reasonably necessary to determine the truth of the
defamatory statements. Sloppy reporting, poor research and other
similar snafus can fall into the area of negligence.

Actual malice is the harder hurdle to clear, and it applies to public
figures, such as famous athletes, movie stars and well-known recording
artists. This standard requires that a plaintiff show that the defendant
published the information even though he or she knew it was to be false
or that he or she acted with reckless disregard for the truth. In short, for
a person to win a suit under this standard, the plaintiff has to show that
the defendant either knew or should have known the libelous content
was wrong but didn’t care and published it anyway. (For more on how
to determine who is and isn’t a public figure, visit www.dmlp.org.)

Damages are equally crucial and somewhat difficult to calculate in
some libel cases. The amount of money provided to the plaintiff is often
a function of how much the person lost as a result of the libel and how
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egregious the actions of the defendant were. Courts often discuss the
issue of damages in terms of compensatory damages and punitive
damages. Compensatory awards are used to help the plaintiff recover
specific losses while punitive damages are meant to punish the
defendant.

Attorney David Berg notes that compensatory damages in a defamation
case usually fall into one of two areas: calculable damages and
incalculable damages.12 The first type of damage is often called special
or economic damages, and these damages have a specific price tag
attached to them. If a libelous statement costs a person his job, the loss
of salary and benefits can be calculated based on past, present and
expected future earnings. The same thing is true for a business owner
who can show a drop in his revenue in the wake of a libelous statement.

Incalculable damages are those that lack monetary specificity and are
often called pain and suffering damages. These damages can include
things like emotional distress, anxiety, loss of reputation and more. The
courts don’t have a way of determining exactly how much money
damaged reputations and sleepless nights are worth, and thus it is up to
the jury to make a “best guess” in these areas. Berg notes that this often
comes down to the likeability of the plaintiff and the actions of the
defendant.

For example, a holistic healer won a $1 million judgment from KSTP-
TV in 2011 after the Minnesota station aired a story accusing her of
having a role in a client’s suicide attempt.13 Susan Anderson stated that
she was ambushed by a KSTP reporter, who accused her of “de-
prescribing” anti-anxiety medication for one of her clients. The client
also alleged that she tried to kill herself after Anderson weaned her off
of the medication. Anderson’s suit noted that the woman’s own doctor
reduced the medication, and the station found no proof of a suicide
attempt. Even more, the woman had a long history of mental illness,
which the station should have considered prior to airing the story. The
station lost the case, and the jury awarded Anderson $100,000 in lost
earnings and $900,000 damage to her reputation.

In a similar vein, hyperbolic language is often protected as well.
Hyperbole is language that is so over the top and unbelievable that no one
could really take it seriously. So, if you published an article that noted,
“Professor Nick Jones is so stupid they had to burn down his elementary
school to get him out of third grade,” most people would understand this to
be a lousy joke and clearly an unbelievable statement.
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Privilege
Officials constitute a majority of the sources you will use as a reporter.
Everyone from the mayor to the fire chief can count as an official you
could quote, and like any other person, those officials occasionally make
mistakes. The concept of absolute privilege allows officials to speak out
as a part of their job without fear of libel concerns. This often applies to
things like state senators issuing declarations from the floor of the Capitol
and statements judges issue from the bench. Police and fire officials are
granted similar standing in some states, and sworn statements made in
open court fall under this standard as well.

Journalists operate under qualified privilege, which allows them to report
these statements in their publications without fear of libel. The statements
should be attributed to the source and be germane to the topic if journalists
wish to receive the strongest protection against libel. This is why relying
on official sources, accurately quoting those sources and attributing that
information to them is crucial during the reporting and writing processes.

Invasion of Privacy
Aside from libel, journalists can find themselves in legal trouble if they
invade people’s privacy. The law in its various forms has determined that
people have a general right to be left alone, which can seem to create a
problem for reporters who often have to interact with members of the
public. Not every interview is at risk of creating legal turmoil for reporters,
but several aspects of privacy should be considered during news gathering
and information publication.

Who is at fault and how seriously that person has damaged a plaintiff
is often at the core of libel suits.
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Intrusion
People can expect certain levels of privacy in certain settings. If you enter
those areas or engage in surveillance practices, your actions could
constitute an invasion of privacy. However, understanding who has what
rights in which situations can become tricky, and you need to take care in
your approach to news gathering.

Consider This ➡Drones: Journalism Future or Journalism Fad?

Drones have a great deal of potential as a journalism tool, but as a new
technology, the rules and values associated with them remain nebulous
at best.

filo/iStock.com
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University of Nebraska–Lincoln professor Matt Waite founded the
Drone Journalism Lab in 2011 to determine how these unmanned
probes could influence the future of journalism. In the years since then,
other universities and professional organizations have launched their
own efforts to explore news-gathering options with these devices.

As drone journalism is still in its infancy, legal and ethical standards
pertaining to this concept remain relatively nebulous, especially with
regard to privacy concerns. In an interview with the Columbia
Journalism Review in 2016, Waite noted both the importance of drones
in covering topics like natural disasters as well as the way in which they
could invade people’s privacy.17

The ownership of low-level airspace, especially the space above
someone’s home, has become a concern for governmental officials.
Although the Federal Aviation Administration claims the right to
regulate all air-based traffic, this hasn’t proved to be the case for
unmanned aircraft that operate between 1 and 500 feet above the
ground.18 Some cities are trying to ban drones, while some private
citizens have taken even more extreme measures. For example, Stephen
Loosey of Norfolk, Virginia, shot down a drone that was hovering over
his backyard. Loosey told police he was concerned that the drone was
recording his children while they played on a trampoline.19

The Federal Aviation Administration placed restrictions on drone use
for commercial purposes in 2013, but promised licensing and
exemptions by the end of 2016. In an article for the Nieman Lab, Waite
said early versions of the proposed regulations looked promising for
journalists, while noting that a full version of the rules have yet to
emerge.20

As the government continues to shape and mold the rules associated
with drones, journalists will have to consider to what degree drones are
valuable news-gathering tools. Previous breakthroughs in recording,
portability and access have all given journalists an edge in capturing
content. However, some breakthroughs have become little more than
interesting toys that lack the reporting power of more traditional
methods.

People engaging in public acts, such as city parades or protest marches,
place themselves in the public eye and thus have limited claims of invasion
of privacy. Although people are not required to speak with you or give you
their names, they cannot stop you from talking to other people or taking
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photos of anyone involved in an event like this. However, there are places
in which people have reasonable expectations of privacy, such as a public
bathroom, where cameras and recording devices have been deemed to
constitute a clear violation of people’s rights.

TV personality John Oliver mocked the coal industry and several
major mine owners during his show “Last Week Tonight.” One coal
magnate, Bob Murray, sued him for a number of things, including
false light. A director with the ACLU has called Murray’s suit “plain
nuts.”

Frederick M. Brown/Getty Images

Places like malls and stores fall into a quasi-public environment, as they
are both open to large groups of people and also privately owned.
Management or ownership representatives can ask you to leave and have
the right to do so. In most cases, it is beneficial to obtain permission before
you go there, especially if the story is on a sensitive topic, like an armed
robbery at the store or a kidnapping at the mall.

Privately owned places provide the highest level of protection against
intrusion. Entering a private area to get a story or a photo can fall into an
area of the law called trespassing. Journalists don’t have the right to enter a
home or a hospital room to get information, regardless of how important
that information might be. Posted “No Trespassing” signs can legally
prevent you from getting close enough to request permission to enter the
area. In many cases, reporters can walk up to a home and ring a doorbell to
request an interview with a limited amount of fear. However, if the owner
of the home declines your request and asks you to leave, it is in your best
interest to do so.
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False Light
Information that is true but paints someone in an unfair or
misrepresentative context can put you into as much trouble as reporting
factually inaccurate information. A claim of false light indicates that the
information associated with the plaintiff gives people the wrong
impression of him or her and is thus damaging. An example of this came
out of the Braun v. Flynt case, in which Jeannie Braun sued publisher
Larry Flynt in the 1980s over the inclusion of a picture of her in the
pornographic magazine Chic.14 Braun was employed at a Texas
amusement park and as part of her job, worked with a diving pig named
Ralph. A photo of her, taken as a promotion, featured her in a bathing suit,
feeding Ralph from a baby bottle. Chic editors obtained a copy of the
photo and ran it next to photos of seminude women and stories about
sexual acts. The court ruled that a reasonable person could infer that Braun
approved of her inclusion in the magazine and that the image represented
some sort of sexual connection between her and the pig.

A recent case involving false light ended with one of the largest internet
defamation awards—$38.3 million—when a coin-making company
attacked a Los Angeles businessman online. Ross Hansen and Steven
Firebaugh of Northwest Territorial Mint LLC were found guilty of
building websites that accused real estate investor Bradley S. Cohen of
fraud and misconduct.15 The sites compared Cohen with jailed financier
Bernie Madoff, who pleaded guilty to running a multimillion-dollar Ponzi
scheme. The site contained photos of Cohen and Madoff next to each other
and also stated that Cohen was a convicted racketeer. The information
about the crimes was later discovered to be about a different Bradley S.
Cohen. The mint filed for bankruptcy as a result of the suit.16

Although these seem a bit outside of what you might face as a reporter,
false light can be a serious concern if you aren’t keeping an eye on the
accuracy of content or how you present it. For example, if you photograph
someone standing nearby while a KKK march is taking place, a caption
could lead to a false-light concern:

Willie Metcalf watches with KKK supporters as the Klan performs its
annual “White Pride Days” protest Wednesday in Springfield.
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Metcalf might have been watching the parade and there might have been
KKK supporters around, but the caption implies he’s watching with fellow
white supremacists. When that turns out to be false, you can be in a lot of
trouble.

Public Embarrassment of Private People
Accuracy remains the watchword of journalism, but in some cases,
factually accurate material can still harm people. As noted above with the
issue of libel, private people get more protection against invasion of
privacy than do public figures. The goal of open access and “the public’s
right to know” is often weighed against the people’s right to be left alone.

Consider this as an example: A fire seriously damages a dorm on the
campus of a public university, costing a large number of students
everything they own. In an attempt to help the students, the student
government uses an emergency fund to purchase clothing and toiletries for
the fire victims. Since the student government can’t just hand out money,
officials collect a list of clothing items and sizes as well as preferred
toiletries and purchase them for the students. In doing so, the student
government uses public funds and creates a public record of who asked for
what.

The student newspaper makes a request to get the documents related to
purchases with the intent of publishing stories like “Boxers, Briefs or
Thongs: Guess Who Wears Each in Smith Hall?” and “Size Matters:
Check Out Who Wears the Biggest Pair of Pants in the Dorm!” This
information is about public money, but it would clearly involve the
embarrassment of private people. A court examining whether to require
the university to release this information would have to weigh the value of
the information against the likelihood that it would harm private people.

To determine what information is of public interest and who gets protected
from these kinds of disclosures, courts have to determine the status of the
people involved. Public figures, such as mayors, professional athletes and
TV stars, get the lowest level of protection, while private figures, such as
school janitors, homemakers and regular college students, get the highest
level. In between sits the limited-purpose public figure, a category that
includes people who have placed themselves into a public situation for a
specific purpose. A good example of this would be a private citizen who
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organizes a “Save Our Simians” group and petitions the city council to
stop plans to remove all the monkeys from the local zoo. Although this
person has entered the public eye and has made herself known to the
media, it doesn’t follow that every detail of her life is now fair game for
disclosure through the media.

The Big Three

Here are the three key things you should take away from the chapter:

1. The law is fluid: Although the First Amendment seems clear and
the concept of a free press seems simple, the law pertaining to
what you can and can’t do is almost always changing. The
introduction of digital media has forced courts to apply aging
standards to new platforms or break new ground in unpredictable
ways. Good reporters should always keep an eye on what’s
happening in the field of law as it relates to media operations.

2. Be careful all the time: You can get in just as much trouble in a
14,000-word investigative series as you can in a 280-character
tweet. Whenever you publish, whether it’s a short post to a social
media site or an extended piece on your own website, you are
operating as a publisher and assuming a risk. The defense “It was
only Twitter” won’t get you very far if you libel someone.

3. Know your rights: As a reporter, you will need to go places that
other people wish you wouldn’t and cover things some people
hope you won’t. Those people will likely try to prevent you from
entering areas you have a right to enter or photographing things
you clearly should be able to shoot. The better you know what
your rights are, the less likely you are to be intimidated in the face
of people who are willing to violate the law so they can feel more
comfortable.

Key Terms
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Child Online Protection Act 212
Communications Decency Act of 1996 212
compensatory damages 220
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Discussion Questions
1. Of the five freedoms listed in the First Amendment, how many have

you availed yourself of? Which ones are they? Which one mattered the
most to you? The least? Why?

2. What do you see as the positive and negative aspects of drone
journalism? Do you see this as a fad or as something that will be
important in telling valuable stories in different ways? Support your
position.

3. How far would you go to protect a source that told you something
confidentially or anonymously?

4. One key element of libel law is the concept of “publication,” which
means sharing the potentially libelous content with someone other than
the offended party. Given the widespread use of social media, like
Twitter and Facebook, how often do you think about issues like libel
before you “publish” your content? How concerned are you now and
going into the future about this topic and the potential fallout from your
actions?
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Write now!

1. Review your social media feeds, such as Twitter and Facebook,
and examine them for potentially libelous statements you or your
friends made. Select two or three posts or tweets you think have
the potential for libel, keeping in mind that these items have
already met the “publication” standard. Walk through the
remaining standards Ashley Messenger outlined for successful
libel suits and see how likely you think it would be that this post
could lead to a solid suit.

2. Explain the two levels of fault associated with libel, including the
definition of each, to whom each applies and which standard is
easier to demonstrate. Also, explain the two forms of damages,
including the definition of each and how each one applies in a
libel suit.

3. Review the example in the book that discusses the public
embarrassment of private people. When it comes to the records
the student paper is seeking, would you release them? Why or
why not?

Visit edge.sagepub.com/filaknews to help you accomplish your
coursework goals in an easy-to-use learning environment.
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13 Ethics
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Learning Objectives
After completing this chapter you should be able to:

Determine why ethics matter both during individual journalistic efforts
and as a set of overriding principles for the field on the whole.
Understand specific ethical paradigms along the ethics continuum,
including the golden mean, the categorical imperative, the principle of
utility, the veil of ignorance and the principle of self-determination.
Define and explain various elements of journalistic ethics, including
honesty, accuracy, diversity, independence and compassion.
Apply ethical standards as you approach your work in the field of
journalism.

Thinking Ahead: Just Because You Can, It Doesn’t Mean You Should

In the previous chapter, we discussed the issue of law and how it
pertains to our work within the field of media. At the risk of
oversimplifying things, the law tells us what to do and what not to do as
well as what punishments and rewards we can expect if we break or
adhere to those laws. Ethics, on the other hand, lack the rigidity of legal
dictates and rely more on the formation of moral codes that guide a
person’s actions. They vary from field to field and even among
disciplines within a given field. An extremely simple way to view ethics
is to see them as things that tell us “right” and “wrong,” as opposed to
“legal” and “illegal.”

Ethics establish a social contract between journalists and media users,
thus allowing both parties to understand the value of journalism and
how it can benefit society. Journalists essentially promise to find
information of relevance and value to the audience and report it without
bias or malice. Audience members understand that the content is
created with the best of intentions and that errors or oversights are
unintentional. The readers and viewers also understand that reporters
are attempting to be objective and fair in their work.

This chapter will outline the basics of ethics as they pertain to
journalism and explain why media ethics matter to journalists and the
audience. The chapter will also examine a series of ethical codes that
media organizations created to help guide journalists in their daily
work. By finding similarities within these codes, the chapter will outline
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some basic ethical elements that can help you as you enter the field.

Why Ethics Matter
Ethics create a relationship that is mutually beneficial so that each person
with whom you interact or for whom you create content gets a proper
sense of who you are and why you act the way you do. Credibility is at the
core of every ethical standard, and as a reporter, each action you take
requires you to determine how much that action adds to or detracts from
your credibility. If you get a story in a dishonest way, you might give your
readers an important piece of information, but you now may have a source
who will never trust you again. If you cut a shady deal with a source to get
crucial information, your readers might view you and your work with
suspicion from that point forward. Credibility is perhaps the most fragile
element of journalism, and without it, you will cease to be an effective
reporter. To that end, you need to determine to what ethical standards you
will meet and how your actions will create a stronger or weaker bond
between you and your publics.

How you go about gathering information is almost as important to the
public as the information itself.

Bliznetsov/iStock.com

Basic Approaches To Ethics
As mentioned earlier in the chapter, professions, disciplines and
organizations have varying ethical standards. How comfortable you are
with those standards will determine how strongly attached you feel to
those groups. If you feel the standards of your workplace or social club run
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counter to your personal ethics, you might consider disassociating from
that group. If you feel like your standards mirror a group’s ethical code,
you will feel more comfortable as a member of that group.

You will determine your ethical standards based on your own moral
compass and your overall sense of right and wrong. Even then, you won’t
be able to find a perfect philosophy that captures all of your beliefs and
values. Ethics usually operate on a spectrum of behavior and this makes it
difficult for people to clearly define their own specific code. However,
scholars like Joseph R. Dominick have noted a few ethical typologies that
capture specific points on the ethical continuum.1 Here are some ethical
standards he outlines in his book on mass media:

The Golden Mean
This standard attempts to find a middle ground for all of the people
involved in an ethical dilemma in the hope of creating the most good for
everyone. This approach seeks to balance needs and wants against
potential negative outcomes for any one group involved in the situation.
An example of this is when news organizations balance the right of people
to know something against the privacy rights of individuals. The golden
mean seeks a “sweet spot” for a decision where compromise leads to
shared quality outcomes.

The Categorical Imperative
This form of ethical behavior is often misinterpreted as “the golden rule,”
in which you should do unto others as you would have them do unto you.
However, the categorical imperative is more nuanced and requires people
to use their conscience to determine what is right and wrong before taking
action. This means that if you believe it is acceptable to misrepresent
yourself to someone, it is acceptable for people you meet to misrepresent
themselves to you. The goal of this approach is to have all people act in the
ways in which they would like everyone to act during all interactions with
others.

The veil of ignorance suggests that justice is blind to outside
influences such as money, power and prestige.
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The Principle of Utility
The goal of the principle of utility is to create the highest net benefit in
each ethical interaction. This means that you should attempt to minimize
harm or maximize gain for the most people in any situation.
Utilitarianism measures the consequences of an action and then
determines the ethics of the action. This form of ethical approach would
mean that if a story led to a massive public benefit, then individual
negative outcomes are acceptable. For example, you publish a story
revealing that Company X has dumped toxic waste illegally and tainted the
city’s water supply. As a result of your story, the city launches a major
effort to clean up the water and sue the company, thus saving nearly
100,000 people from a serious illness. However, as a result of the cleanup
and the suit, the company goes bankrupt, and all 100 people in your city
who worked there lose their jobs. A utilitarian view would be that this loss
of jobs was acceptable because the positive outcome outweighed the
negative outcome significantly.

The Veil of Ignorance
The approach to this philosophy is to avoid making exceptions based on
specific situations or special circumstances. The veil of ignorance
demands that all people be treated the same, no matter what. Therefore, if
you find out that a player on the local college football team was arrested
on suspicion of assault, whether that player was the star running back or a
backup kicker shouldn’t factor into your decision to run or hold the story.
Either you run the story or you don’t, regardless of the person’s
prominence. Dominick simplifies this approach nicely when he notes,
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“Justice is blind.”

The Principle of Self-Determination
The goal of this ethical philosophy is to treat all people with respect and
avoid treating them as a means to an end. In this approach, people have
rights that need to be respected, and therefore, the relationship between the
media and the public must be mutually beneficial. A reporter can’t break
the trust of a source just to get a story. A website can’t publish an
irresponsible story that destroys a person’s reputation just to improve the
financial position of the publication. People who espouse this form of
ethics support and respect everyone’s sense of self-determination.

Tenets of Journalistic Ethics
Various journalism groups subscribe to certain ethical codes and provide
them for reporters, photographers and broadcasters as a baseline for their
respective fields. The National Press Photographers Association, the Radio
Television Digital News Association and the Society of Professional
Journalists each lists a set of ethical ideals for its members, along with a
set of specific dictates to guide working journalists in their actions.
Although each group has its own medium-specific elements outlined in
each code, several common themes run through all three ethical codes.
Below is a synopsis of the primary tenets outlined in those codes and some
examples of how to meet them:

Honesty
All three codes discuss the concept of “truth” at length in a variety of
ways. RTDNA’s code lists its first section as “truth and accuracy above
all,” while SPJ dictates that journalists should “seek truth and report it.”
NPPA notes, “Photographic and video images can reveal great truths,” and
“Be accurate and comprehensive in the representation of subjects.” The
photographers’ code also states that members should not manipulate
images and should strive to be “unobtrusive and humble in dealing with
subjects.”

Some people reflexively dislike the news because it often does not reflect
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their own worldview. As a result, the concept of “fake news” has emerged
as a go-to argument for information that does not jibe with the ideas of the
readers. To better reach all viewers, even those who disagree with your
content, you must rely on heavy levels of strong fact checking and honest
reporting.

The purpose of striving for honesty is to create a bond between you and
your sources as you attempt to gather information in the reporting process.
You can’t lie to a source or hide information from a person just so you can
get information you wouldn’t have access to any other way. As much as
your duty is to your readers, you can’t sacrifice honesty with your sources
as a means to that end. Consider these premises:

Be Upfront in Your Reporting

Sources often fear reporters, because of prior poor interactions or a general
sense that only bad things can come from agreeing to work with “the
media.” Some of these concerns are well founded: Whistleblowers open
themselves up to retaliation if they inform on their company or
organization. Crime victims will likely fear additional victimization if they
publicize their situation. People engaged in illegal activities put themselves
at risk of arrest if they help reporters understand how criminal enterprises
work. Not only should the sources know these risks, but you should know
and acknowledge them as well.

Journalists must demonstrate honesty in interacting with sources,
regardless of the situation. Student journalists occasionally tell sources that
a story is “just for class” in order to get a nervous source to talk. Reporters
sometimes obfuscate the purpose of a story to get a source to agree to an
interview or to reveal a specific piece of information. Journalists will
occasionally use undercover tactics, such as using a hidden recorder or
assuming a false identity to get information that isn’t readily available.
Even worse, some journalists have knowingly taken material from another
source and used it without crediting the source, an ethical violation known
as plagiarism.

A member of the hackers collective Downsec Belgium, accused of
cyber attacks on government sites, wears a Guy Fawkes mask ahead
of the start of the trial against Downsec Belgium at the Brussels
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correctional court on Feb. 28, 2017 in Brussels.

NICOLAS MAETERLINCK/Getty Images

The NPPA code notes that photographers should “treat all subjects with
respect and dignity.” The SPJ code also states that journalists should
“avoid undercover or surreptitious methods of gathering information
unless traditional, open methods will not yield information vital to the
public.” RTDNA’s code goes even further, stating that “deception in
newsgathering, including surreptitious recording, conflicts with
journalism’s commitment to truth.” In short, you need to lay all your cards
on the table when you deal with your sources. Don’t lie or cheat to get a
story, because it will undercut the credibility of your story and your
reputation.

Keep Your Promises

You don’t have to be a journalist to understand the importance of keeping
your word. Even little kids understand the sacred bond between people that
is sealed with a promise or even a “pinkie swear.” When that trust is
violated, kids have no compunction whatsoever about wailing, “BUT
YOU PROMISED!” Just like that child who feels cheated, sources are
equally likely to express exasperation when you say one thing and do
something different.

Reporters should avoid explicit promises to sources, especially those they
lack the power to keep. Front-line editors can overrule writers, and
executives can overrule lower editors. In addition, you might find that a
promise made to a source could clash with your organization’s rules and
regulations. As much as you need to be upfront with sources regarding
your intentions as a reporter, you need to be doubly honest in terms of
what you can and can’t guarantee.

392



The SPJ code of ethics explicitly states that journalists should be cautious
when they make promises, but they should keep the promises they make.
The other two codes make similar references to holding yourself to high
professional standards and striving to be responsible to all parties
associated with your story.

Be Fair

This aspect of fairness is both easy and complex in today’s media world.
In terms of simple fairness, you need to provide people with an
opportunity to speak on their own behalf, especially if others have spoken
against them. Many stories include accusations or criticism levied against
people in the public eye. As noted earlier, journalists are duty-bound to
speak truth to power and shine a light into the dark corners of the public.
However, not every complaint is fair or accurate. This is why the SPJ code
dictates that journalists should “diligently seek subjects of news coverage
and allow them to respond to criticism or allegations of wrongdoing.”

Allowing a source to respond is a simple concept, because journalists often
hear that there are always two sides to a story, much like there are two
sides to a coin. In reality, stories are more like diamonds, in that they have
multiple facets, each of which illuminates the whole through a specific
angle. This means that you can’t just look at one angle of a piece and
expect clarity or value. As the RTDNA code of ethics notes, “For every
story of significance there are always more than two sides. While they may
not all fit into every account, responsible reporting is clear about what it
omits as well as what it includes.”

Remaining balanced and providing equal treatment to sources is
crucial to many ethical codes.

3d-Guru/iStock.com

This is where the complexity of fairness comes into play. In adhering to a
fairness standard, you need to think about the varying points of view
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associated with each story. NPPA’s code notes that journalists should
“work to show unpopular or unnoticed points of view.” SPJ also espouses
this approach, arguing that journalists should “support the open and civil
exchange of views, even views they find repugnant.” If we don’t allow this
free exchange of ideas, we become the biased media others accuse us of
being. The goal of quality journalism is to provide an open set of
opportunities for people to state their opinions and thus allow the readers
to make their decisions.

However, media experts are now pushing harder to demonstrate that
“fairness” does not equate to “neutrality” with regard to viewpoint. For
example, David Uberti wrote in the Columbia Journalism Review that
media outlets are entering a “new normal” when it comes to covering news
in the wake of Donald Trump’s ascendency to the presidency. Uberti noted
that while some journalists try to keep neutral in their coverage, others
want to push back against what they see as unwarranted attacks against the
field.2 Journalist Christiane Amanpour, who was honored in 2016 with a
lifetime achievement award from the Committee to Protect Journalists,
called on journalists to “recommit to robust fact-based reporting” in the
age of hyperpartisan news and negative attacks on the press. During her
acceptance speech, she stated that the media “got itself tied into knots
trying to differentiate between balance, objectivity, neutrality and,
crucially, the truth.” With that, she argued that false equivalencies and
equal time for the sake of balance only undermined the purpose of
journalism. “I believe in being truthful, not neutral,” she said.3

Accuracy
Journalists view accuracy as their primary professional value. The
RTDNA code places “truth and accuracy above all,” while the NPPA code
dictates that journalists should “be accurate and comprehensive in the
representation of subjects.” SPJ notes that “ethical journalism should be
accurate and fair.” When journalists fall short on accuracy, they open
themselves to accusations of sloppiness and bias, both of which undercut
their credibility.

It might seem unfair that journalists have to be right all the time and that
one fatally flawed piece can undo the credibility built with 100 accurate
ones. However, the contract between the public and journalists says that
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readers can turn to the media for fair, balanced and accurate content each
day, without fear. When a reporter violates that contract, it’s a problem not
only for that one journalist in that one story but for the field as a whole.

When you get a story from a source, you should verify that
information to make sure you aren’t inadvertently spreading false
information.

AntonioGuillem/iStock.com

When journalists use inaccurate or hyperbolic rhetoric to “sell” a news
piece to readers, they essentially take part in the fake-news phenomenon. It
might lead to more people liking a story who are predisposed to believing
whatever falsehood you are perpetuating. It might even help draw more
clicks or likes. However, in the end, inaccurate content breaks the bond
between journalist and readers, and that bond never fully heals. You can
help promote accuracy in a few key ways:

Verify Information

The famous line in journalism about verification is, “If your mother says
she loves you, go check it out.” The central premise of this is to never
assume something to be true without checking on it. Verification requires
you to micro-edit your copy carefully, checking on spellings, dates, places
and word choices. It also requires you to look at the bigger picture, such as
the overall feel your piece presents to the readers and the degree to which
it is properly representative of reality.

You need to verify the facts you publish, relying on trustworthy sources to
assure you that you aren’t misleading your readers. The codes all put this
front and center: SPJ notes that journalists should “take responsibility for
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the accuracy of their work. Verify information before releasing it. Use
original sources whenever possible.” The NPPA also stresses that
journalists should “be accurate and comprehensive” in their work. Perhaps
the most interesting approach is that of the RTDNA’s code, which starts its
section on truth and accuracy with this explanation: “The facts should get
in the way of a good story [emphasis in the original]. Journalism requires
more than merely reporting remarks, claims or comments. Journalism
verifies, provides relevant context, tells the rest of the story and
acknowledges the absence of important additional information.”

This might seem like a tall order, but you can do it. Start with the basics of
verification: Look at every fact in a story and assume you were wrong
about it. Then find a way to prove you are right as you use trustworthy
digital or print sources. Look carefully at each letter in a name and check
each name each time it is mentioned. Check addresses to make sure if you
called something “Maple Street” it wasn’t actually “Maple Avenue.”
When you publish someone’s age, verify it with internet databases or by
doing the math from that person’s date of birth.

Then, move into the bigger verification part of the process: intention and
tone. When you interview a source, you get the idea of what that person
felt about a given topic. Do the quotes you selected and the paraphrases
you wrote reflect that point of view accurately? If you aren’t sure, go back
through your notes and pick out more concrete quotes. If you can’t make
that work, go back to the source and ask for clarification. Don’t assume
you know what is right. Be sure.

Avoid Misinformation

Sources who complain about accuracy often note a reporter’s use of
misinformation as a point of contention. For them, accuracy isn’t always
about proper spellings or factual verification, but rather the intent and the
tone of the piece. Journalists often hear the argument “That might be what
I said but it’s not what I meant.” This can frustrate reporters and sources
alike, because both sides want the most complete story presented, and
neither side feels this happened if a source is complaining about intent.

When you have to retract a story due to problematic reporting, you
can seriously undermine your credibility.
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Unless you have a special “X-Men” power that allows you to read minds,
you will probably have a situation or two when you put forth your best
interpretation of a source, only to fall short in the source’s estimation.
However, you should strive to actively avoid misinformation, which
includes the manipulation of words, images and tone. Misinformation also
includes the use of vague statements, innuendo or other approaches to
content that fails to provide the most accurate story possible.

Attributing information to a source can help you avoid those vague
comments or overly generalized statements that lead to misinformation or
create a lack of trust between you and your readers. One of the few
absolutes contained in the SPJ code of ethics relates to telling your public
from where your information originated: “Always attribute.” Both the SPJ
code and the RTDNA code stipulate that the source matters as much as, if
not more than, the content the source provided. The RTDNA also notes,
“Attribution is essential. It adds important information that helps the
audience evaluate content and it acknowledges those who contribute to
coverage.” SPJ tells journalists, “Identify sources clearly. The public is
entitled to as much information as possible to judge the reliability and
motivations of sources.”

The RTDNA also notes that “responsible reporting includes updating
stories and amending archival versions to make them more accurate and to
avoid misinforming those who, through search, stumble upon outdated
material.” The code further states that “scarce resources, deadline pressure
and relentless competition do not excuse cutting corners factually or
oversimplifying complex issues.” A similar statement exists in the SPJ
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code: “Provide context: Take special care not to misrepresent or
oversimplify in promoting, previewing or summarizing a story.”

Diversity
The media often provide people an opportunity to see things they would
otherwise never see. The newspapers, magazines, television programs and
websites open windows for people to view and experience life beyond
their own part of the world. This can help diversify their perspectives and
broaden their sense of humanity.

Journalists have a responsibility to provide readers and viewers with a
broad array of experiences and to avoid overly simplified caricatures of
people, groups, organizations and nations. As we try to help people make
sense of their world and their place in it, diversity can take a back seat to
self-interest. To help provide meaningful diversity, the codes note the
following items:

Reject Stereotypes

From a psychological standpoint, your mind is a cognitive miser: It really
doesn’t want to do hard things. To help it make sense of a continual stream
of changing information, it creates quick ways to access information to
make it part of what you see and do over and over. These shortcuts
become mentally fixed images that allow you to create shortcuts. For
example, when you first started driving, you had to think through each
aspect of the process: Start the car, apply the brake, shift into gear, look in
various directions, turn the wheel, apply the gas and so forth. After you
have gotten used to these practices, they become almost reflexes, and those
reflexes can transfer to other situations. In other words, if you frequently
drive a Toyota Corolla, you probably can drive a Honda Civic, even
though they are different cars made by different manufacturers.

This may seem shocking to you, but this process of creating and storing
shortcuts is known as stereotyping. In the cases of knowing how gas
pedals and turn signals work, a stereotype can be helpful, but when they
are applied socially, they can lead to biases, prejudices and discrimination.
This is why journalists strive to avoid negative stereotypes of people based
on race, gender, ethnicity, creed, sexual orientation and other similar traits.
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For example, if a woman in her 60s is running for mayor of a small town, a
news story on her might describe her as “a spry grandmother of three,”
thus drawing attention to her gender and status as a grandmother. It’s
highly unlikely that a newspaper article would refer to a male opponent as
“a spry grandfather of three,” thus creating a double standard. In 2013, the
New York Times faced criticism of this nature for its obituary on Yvonne
Brill, an incredible rocket scientist who helped revolutionize satellite
placement in space. The opening paragraph noted that she “made a mean
beef stroganoff, followed her husband from job to job and took eight years
off from work to raise three children.”4 The second paragraph mentioned
her important contributions to the scientific community.

These images from the coverage of Hurricane Katrina demonstrate
how word choice can lead to stereotyping behaviors.

Twitter Post

Another famous double standard came during the post–Hurricane Katrina
floods of 2005, when residents of the Gulf Coast were struggling to stay
alive in the wake of the disaster. Numerous media outlets captured the
chaos of people fending for themselves, seeking dry land and foraging for
supplies. In one example, Getty Images put out a photograph with the
caption: “Two residents wade through chest-deep water after finding bread
and soda from a local grocery store. . . .” The Associated Press provided a
similar image noting: “A young man walks through chest deep flood water
after looting a grocery store. . . .” Critics quickly pointed out that in the
“finding” photo, the subjects were white, while the “looting” photo
featured an African-American man. In short, the verbiage indicated that
the African-American man was participating in criminal activity, while the
other two people were merely fortunate to “find” things.5
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RTDNA notes in its code of ethics that stereotyping and bias create
problems that journalists must avoid. “Journalism challenges assumptions,
rejects stereotypes and illuminates—even where it cannot eliminate—
ignorance.” The SPJ code demands that journalists “avoid stereotyping.
Journalists should examine the ways their values and experiences may
shape their reporting.” The NPPA goes deeper, noting that photographers
should “avoid stereotyping individuals and groups. Recognize and work to
avoid presenting one’s own biases in the work.”

Give Voice to All

Diversity isn’t simply an issue of race, culture or creed, but one that
involves the ability to provide a wide array of people the opportunity to
speak on issues of importance. Journalists often find themselves quoting
public officials, corporate leaders and other “important” people who have
influence and power. Although these people have value and importance,
they should not be the sole source of information for stories, nor should
their interests trump those of people who have less money or stature.

Journalists need to exude compassion in order to best reach and serve
their readers. This is especially true in a time of crisis.

Twitter Post @annaCabrera

Journalists have the ability to focus attention on issues and provoke public
reaction. This important responsibility carries with it the understanding
that all people should have equal access to the media’s power to alert the
public about crucial issues. SPJ notes that journalists should “give voice to

400



the voiceless” when telling stories, and the NPPA code notes that
journalists should be “comprehensive in the representation of subjects.”
These dictates note the importance of the media to seek information that
provides myriad perspectives for public consumption through the use of
diverse sources.

Compassion
Negative journalistic stereotypes emerge from a sense that reporters do not
care about anything but the story. Journalists often find themselves in
unpleasant situations that yield negative interactions with the public. In the
middle of shootings, fires, floods and other disasters, journalists arrive to
ask potentially difficult questions of people who are suffering as a result of
these incidents. Negative news tends to permeate the nightly newscasts
and leads to the most hits on major news websites. Scandals, fights and
accusations become the resting pulse of the news, and long-held newsroom
phrases like “If it bleeds, it leads” don’t do much to help people
understand who we are and why we do what we do.

Journalists know we have to ask difficult questions in awkward situations.
We have to speak truth to power, cover incidents as they emerge and even
intrude upon people’s grief. However, the ethical codes of these
organizations help provide journalists with a sense of how to behave
compassionately and caringly in situations that require a special touch.

Think Before You Act

Journalists often have to bother people at some of their worst moments in
life. This can lead to all kinds of problems. As Kelly Furnas noted during
his discussion of the Virginia Tech shooting and its aftermath, people
might want to talk about these moments, and it’s not up to you to make the
choice for them. However, when you do ask someone about a particularly
painful act, you have to know that you might provoke the wrath of a
wounded individual.

What you ask is not nearly as important as how you ask it or why you want
to know it. For example, you are sent out to cover a fatal accident in a
small community. The crash involved a man who was drunk and survived
the incident and a woman who leads the local Mothers Against Drunk

401



Driving chapter, who died.

Consider This ➡The Trouble With Twitter: Journalists as Private
Citizens

If you had a dime for every stupid, insensitive or otherwise vexing
comment posted to Twitter, you’d never have to work another day in
your life. The social media outlet is filled with horrible spelling, angry
attacks and otherwise troubling tweets.

Public figures give up some of their rights to be left alone when they
enter the public sphere. People hang on their every word, even if those
words are delivered 140 characters at a time via Twitter. When
President Donald Trump, the Pope or a major athlete tweets, it can
spark a massive news cycle in which pundits parse every character.
When your third cousin whom you follow on Twitter only because he
followed you says something provocative or ill informed, you tend to
let it go, thinking, “Well, that’s another good reason not to attend the
family reunion.”

For journalists, this line between public and private can lead to some
sticky situations. A piece on the website Axios lists more than a half
dozen situations in which a journalist either apologized or lost a job as a
result of a problematic tweet.6 These situations included a Denver Post
reporter who was fired after tweeting that he was uncomfortable with a
Japanese driver winning the Indianapolis 500 on Memorial Day and a
New York Post reporter who lost his job after comparing Trump’s
inauguration to 9/11 and Pearl Harbor.

“Regular people” have also lost their jobs as a result of a problematic
tweet, as we noted earlier in the book. Stories about people ranting
about their jobs, inadvertently dropping F-bombs from official business
accounts or showcasing their drug use have landed on Twitter and thus
landed people in the unemployment line.7 What is unknown, however,
is the proportion of these cases that cost people jobs to the cases of
companies saying, “Well, that’s just Carl being Carl.”

Journalists use Twitter like they use other media platforms: to relay
information to an interested audience. However, the newspaper,
television station or website does not own a journalist’s Twitter
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account, and many organizations do not require the same level of
editing and approval for tweets that they do for pieces disseminated via
legacy media. Even more, journalists don’t always tweet while “on the
clock” and often banter with followers more like people having a chat at
a bar than a source speaking to a reporter. The comments are often off
the cuff and instantaneous, and thus can come across as gruff, crude or
worse.

Media outlets often want to disassociate themselves from the
controversy when an employee says something out of turn on social
media, so a quick axe to the career of a journalist can seem the right
way to go. Journalists, of all people, should know that opening one’s
mouth (or tweet) in public can lead to some serious consequences.
However, it is unclear where the line is between a headache-inducing
tweet and a fireable offense. How media outlets and journalists
negotiate these situations in the future is something to keep an eye on.

You might want to ask a husband who just lost his wife in that crash to
explain his emotions at that point. The “why” is to give people a good
sense of how important this woman was to the community or her overall
place in the heart of her family. However, how you ask that question will
determine a great deal about the answer you get. “How do you feel about
this?” is perhaps the worst question you can ask at this point, as it’s pretty
clear that the person will have predominantly negative emotions and will
have difficulty articulating them. A similarly stupid question can be
“Don’t you find it ironic that your wife was killed by a drunken driver?”
You can get at either of these issues with much better questions if you put
your mind to it, so stop and think before you open your mouth.

The RTDNA code tells journalists “shying away from difficult cases is not
necessarily more ethical than taking on the challenges of reporting them.
Leaving tough or sensitive stories to non-journalists can be a disservice to
the public.” SPJ also notes that journalists should “weigh the consequences
of publishing or broadcasting personal information” of private individuals.
In both of these statements, journalists are told to go get the story when the
story needs to be told, but to think about the broader ramifications of their
choices.

Be Human

SPJ ethics committee Chairman Andrew Seaman (see “Thoughts From a
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Pro” later in this chapter) notes that journalists get a reputation as being
uncaring and for lacking empathy. Journalists often pursue stories with
determination and vigor, which some mistake for a lack of common
decency. This is why compassion and humanity remain crucial ethical
elements of media professionals who want to serve the public trust and
retain credibility.

Although all people deserve dignified treatment from journalists, all three
codes dictate that media workers should show additional care in special
circumstances. SPJ notes that journalists should “show compassion for
those who may be affected by news coverage. Use heightened sensitivity
when dealing with juveniles, victims of sex crimes and sources or subjects
who are inexperienced or unable to give consent.” NPPA and RTDNA also
push for special consideration for victims of crime, tragedy and
particularly vulnerable individuals. In addition, the NPPA code argues that
journalists should “intrude on private moments of grief only when the
public has an overriding and justifiable need to see.”

Independence
Journalists often operate under the moniker of “the Fourth Estate,” a term
attributed to 18th-century British politician Edmund Burke. In Thomas
Carlyle’s book “Heroes and Hero Worship in History,” Carlyle quotes
Burke discussing the importance of the press by saying that beyond the
three estates of Parliament, “there sat a fourth Estate more important far
than they all.”

The First Amendment to the Constitution establishes both this level of
importance in the United States as well as the implication that government
cannot interfere with the press itself. The ability for the press to remain
unfettered as it seeks truth was crucial for the Founding Fathers, as they
hoped the free exchange of ideas would lead to an informed and engaged
citizenry.

The independence of journalists reaches back into the history of
media.
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Thoughts From A Pro ➡ Andrew Seaman, Chairman of the Ethics
Committee, Society of Professional Journalists

As the chairman of the Society of Professional Journalists’ ethics
committee, Andrew Seaman finds himself working to educate people
about the value of quality journalism and how it can help establish trust
between readers and journalists.

© Andrew Seaman

“I think one of the biggest challenges within journalism is that we have
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a lot of people who are on the fringe of traditional journalism,” he said.
“A lot of people assume there is journalism happening in all the media
they read, but that’s not quality journalism. A lot of things use elements
of journalism, but they don’t meet journalistic standards.”

Seaman, a senior medical journalist for Reuters in New York, said that
journalists have a responsibility both to act ethically and to help the
audience members understand the importance of ethical, quality
journalism.

“Years ago, we used to see good media literacy programs.” he said.
“When papers became less profitable, I doubt those programs survived
or thrived and I think that hurt media literacy in this country. . . . I think
in the code there’s a place where it says you have to educate people
about the role of the press otherwise people won’t understand it and
they won’t understand what good information is and how to use it.
When people are seeing all this information and they don’t understand
what is and what is not factual, we have problems.”

The ethics committee spent a good amount of time working to address
fake news, digital proliferation and other similar issues during a recent
revision to the code, which hadn’t been updated since 1996.

“When the code was last revised in 1996, there wasn’t a lot of digital
media,” he said. “Obviously we’ve had Facebook and Twitter and
things like that since then. . . . We decided that digital media and social
media are ubiquitous and if you look at our previous code, we don’t talk
about print and broadcast but rather underlying elements of journalism.
So what we did going in was to agree we wouldn’t call attention to
Facebook or Twitter specifically, because wherever journalism occurs,
we still expect journalists to meet basic standards in regard to the
information that is being sent out.”

The ethical code also received additional strengthening in regard to
transparency and veracity, Seaman said.

“We strengthened language around attributions,” he said. “We said
‘Always attribute’ because we were seeing a lot of people doing
aggregation work and it turned out the information was plagiarized or
lacked attribution. . . . We strengthened some of the things people
needed to see strengthened.”

The ethical standards of the SPJ code help create stronger, better
journalism, Seaman said, noting that its tenets can improve not only the
quality of the content, but also media organizations’ finances.
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“People are being told that there’s not enough money to support good
journalism,” he said. “Good journalism is good business. You just have
to look at some of the court cases that have popped up recently like (the
judgments issued against Gawker and Rolling Stone). If you look at
Gawker over the years, you can see this coming.”

In the Gawker case, in which former professional wrestler Hulk Hogan
sued over the website’s publication of a sex tape involving him and a
friend’s wife, Seaman said attorneys spent several days going through
the SPJ code of ethics to condemn Gawker. Seaman said SPJ didn’t like
the use of the code as a legal cudgel, but noted that ethics can shape
good journalism that leads to better outcomes for everyone.

“When you disregard fact checkers and when you have poor editorial
oversight, you’ll get into trouble,” he said. “Now, they have these
multimillion dollar judgments against them. When I travel around, I
hear the same thing: ‘We don’t have the money we need,’ and I think,
‘If you did quality journalism and told your investors that this is just
worth the money. Just give us a while and we’ll do better,’ I think we
would see journalism improve and succeed. I think there is a future out
there for good journalism.”

One Last Thing
Q: If you could tell students anything about anything you think is
important in the field or in life or whatever, what would it be?

A: “I think that when it comes down to journalism, stripping away the
code and everything else, I think every religion has their version of the
golden rule. If you’re not sure what to do, ask yourself, ‘How would I
like to be treated if I were on the other end of this pen?’ I think
sometimes journalists get a reputation for being cruel or uncaring and
that’s unfortunate. I think if we were better at empathy it would work
out better for everyone.”

Outside of the legal issues, however, resides the ethical question of how
journalists should ethically operate to reflect their independence and
trustworthiness for their audience. The law, for instance, says the
government can’t tell journalists they must print something, but journalists
have to rely on their own set of ethics when they decide if they want to
publish something that might make a legislator happy or might upset
someone else in power.
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Journalists are expected to provide information of value to the public
without allowing undue influence to change what they write or how they
write it. Consider these areas of interest when you examine the issue of
independence:

Avoid Conflicts of Interest

You need to serve the public interest in your work as a reporter. To do this,
you need to keep away from things that could jeopardize your ability to be
fair and impartial. A conflict of interest means that you have two
incompatible outcomes vying for your loyalty, leading you to sacrifice one
to the benefit of the other. For example, say you were asked to award a
prize to the best college newspaper in a stack of submissions that included
your own publication. Your goal of being fair would be compromised by
your feeling of loyalty to your own staff. The RTDNA code dictates,
“editorial independence may be a more ambitious goal today than ever
before. . . .Still, independence from influences that conflict with public
interest remains an essential idea of journalism.”

It’s not just impropriety you need to fear but also the appearance of
impropriety. In the example above, you might decide to give your paper
the top prize because you thought it was the best. The rest of the people
who submitted to the contest would likely question your judgment and
argue that you chose it because it was your paper. On the other hand, you
might decide to award the prize to another paper, leading your own paper’s
staff members to wonder if they didn’t win because you didn’t want to
look like you were favoring the publication.

You can’t be someone else’s puppet if you want to serve your
readers. Avoid being manipulated whenever you conduct business as
a journalist.
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Conflicts often present themselves to reporters who spend time working a
specific beat or living in a particular area. As a government reporter in a
small town, you might have several friends who sit on a city council or
county board, which could lead to a perception of favoritism. An
entertainment reporter might know people in promising local bands,
leading to the question of why those bands got coverage while others did
not. In cases where a conflict of interest emerges, it is best to both disclose
the potential conflict and then find a way out of the situation. The SPJ
code makes this clear for you: “Avoid conflicts of interest, real or
perceived. Disclose unavoidable conflicts.”

Journalistic ties can also limit you personally when it comes to your ability
to take part in various activities available to regular citizens, such as
owning a side business, running for office or taking part in a protest. The
NPPA code places special emphasis on active participation in events as a
media professional: “Avoid political, civic and business involvements or
other employment that compromise or give the appearance of
compromising one’s own journalistic independence.”

Resist Being Manipulated

It’s hard to be impartial if you find yourself taking sides on an issue. This
is why many organizations work hard to find ways to curry favor with
reporters through a variety of manipulative activities. A movie company
might offer you a “press junket” where they will fly you to the set of a
film, put you up at a hotel and give you access to the actors, all for free.
The idea is that if you get all this free stuff, how can you write a negative
review on the film? In a similar vein, researchers found that embedded
reporters who covered the Iraq War were more positive in their coverage
than those reporters who were not under the protection of the military. The
question in the title says it all: “Can you criticize a soldier and then have
breakfast with him in the morning?”8

The SPJ code outlines the ways in which manipulation can occur and how
journalists should react:

“Refuse gifts, favors, fees, free travel and special treatment.”
“Be wary of sources offering information for favors or money.”
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“Deny favored treatment to advertisers, donors and any other special
interests, and resist internal and external pressure to influence
content.”

The RTDNA code goes even further in this regard, noting that outside of
access opportunities to cover events with other working reporters,
journalists should shun all “freebies” that serve as enticements for current
or future favorable coverage. The code makes specific mention that these
rules should apply even when journalists are “off duty or on their own
time.”

Students walk past the Phi Kappa Psi fraternity house on the
University of Virginia campus on Dec. 6, 2014 in Charlottesville,
Virginia. Rolling Stone magazine issued an apology for discrepencies
that were published in an article regarding the alleged gang rape of a
University of Virginia student by members of the fraternity.

Jay Paul/Getty Images

In terms of photography and broadcast, manipulation can occur at multiple
levels, and thus the code dictates that journalists avoid being manipulated
as well as manipulating content itself. “Resist being manipulated by staged
photo opportunities,” requires that photographers do their best to represent
truth as opposed to whatever is set before them. For example, in 2003,
President George W. Bush pitched his economic plan during a press
conference in St. Louis. As part of his speech, which focused on
“Strengthening America’s Economy,” he was surrounded by boxes bearing
the stamp, “Made in the U.S.A.” The problem was these boxes were made
in China and merely had the origin labels covered up. Journalists there
called out the event organizers, who blamed the issue on an “overzealous
advance volunteer.”9
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Accountability
As discussed throughout the book, journalists are held to a high standard
that requires the pursuit of perfection each time they create content. No
matter how hard journalists try to meet that standard, errors will occur.
Stopping errors before publication is like catching sand in a sifter: No
matter how hard you try, you can’t grab everything. This is why the ethical
codes of professional journalists help you understand what to do when
mistakes happen. The actions listed here will provide accountability and
help sustain credibility in the face of errors:

Acknowledge Mistakes

Few people like making mistakes, and even fewer like having someone
point out those errors. Some errors, like misspelling someone’s name or
placing an event at an incorrect address, can make you feel stupid or
sloppy. Other errors, like the “journalistic failure that was avoidable” in
the case of Rolling Stone’s 2014 “A Rape on Campus” story,10 can
undermine a journalist, a source, a publication and even a whole part of
journalism.

When a reader or viewer tells you that your story has an error, you need to
fully investigate that person’s claim. Not every accusation of falsity bears
out upon scrutiny. However, if you find out the person’s claim is correct,
you need to admit and acknowledge your error. The RTDNA code states,
“Ethical journalism requires owning errors, correcting them promptly and
giving corrections as much prominence as the error itself had.” In most
cases, your media outlet will have a process outlined for verifying claims
of inaccuracy, admitting errors occurred and correcting the record. This
will help guide you in your approach to fixing the mistakes you made.

It might seem counterintuitive that telling people you made mistakes will
make them trust you more. However, journalists and researchers have
found that audience members trust people more when they acknowledge
and correct their mistakes.11 This is why SPJ states simply and clearly:
“Acknowledge mistakes and correct them promptly and prominently.”

Explain Yourself
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As much as the audience has “the right to know” when it comes to the
actions of public officials, it also has the right to know how your media
outlet has addressed errors, lapses in judgment or anything else that can
cut into your credibility. Accountability requires that journalists not only
find and fix errors but explain what was done, why it was done and how it
was done. This isn’t about weaseling out of the consequences for these
mistakes, but rather as a way to help assure the readers you take ethical
concerns seriously. As the RTDNA code notes, “Effectively explaining
editorial decisions and processes does not mean making excuses.” Instead,
the code notes, the explanations should come at the end of a reflective and
honest examination of what occurred and how the publication plans to
reestablish trust with the audience.

In 2003, the New York Times found itself at the center of a scandal after
journalists at a Texas newspaper alerted a Times editor about a case of
potential plagiarism. While investigating this accusation, the Times found
dozens of cases of plagiarism and fabrication in the work of Times reporter
Jayson Blair. A team of journalists reevaluated all of Blair’s work, and on
May 11, 2003, the Times published a front-page story of more than 7,000
words explaining what went wrong with this reporter and his coverage.12

The story noted that at least 36 of the 73 stories the team analyzed
contained errors or other serious problems.13 The Times also dedicated
more than 6,000 words inside the paper to correct the errors in Blair’s
stories. The work of the Times in this case reflected a simple edict in the
SPJ’s code of ethics: “Expose unethical conduct in journalism, including
within their own organizations. . . .Abide by the same high standards they
expect of others.”

The Big Three

Here are the three key things you should take away from this chapter:

1. Ethics matter: If you treat ethics as either something you have to
“deal with” as part of your job or ignore them, you put yourself at
risk of violating the trust of your audience. You might get away
with that for a little while, but eventually readers and will wise up
and view you with suspicion. If you don’t care about your readers
and viewers, it is unlikely they will care about you or your work.

2. View ethics holistically: You have to take all of the elements of
your approach to ethics into consideration each time you create

412



content. In some cases, certain issues may emerge as primary,
such as compassion or fairness. However, you can’t consider one
element of your ethical code in a vacuum. You need to look at
how your actions touch on the varying elements of your ethical
approach to journalism as you complete your work. You also have
to be willing to look back on what happened as a result of your
efforts, in hopes of improving your work and codifying your
ethical standards.

3. Choose wisely, adapt accordingly: Your ethical philosophy
should reflect your moral code and your approach to your work. It
is more important to adopt specific ethical tenets you can support
than it is to choose a cookie-cutter philosophy you can easily
spout off as needed. However, as you gain experience in the field,
you should revisit your approach to ethics and adjust your
thinking as needed. Your ethical paradigm should best represent
your sense of right and wrong, so make sure it does that at every
stage of your career.

Key Terms
categorical imperative 230
conflict of interest 242
ethics 229
Fourth Estate 240
golden mean 230
hyperpartisan 234
principle of utility 231
self-determination 231
stereotype 236
transparency 241
utilitarianism 231
veil of ignorance 231
verification 235

Discussion Questions
1. Do you feel it is important to have a written code of ethics for

journalists? Why or why not?
2. Some people in journalism argue that people have a right to know
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everything about everyone. Others believe it’s better to miss a story
than to create a problematic or uncomfortable situation. From an ethical
standpoint, where do you fall on this spectrum? What is at the core of
your feelings on this topic?

3. What makes a source ethical and credible in your mind? What have
people or organizations done to make you trust them more often than
not? What have others done that make you extremely distrustful of
them?

4. What do you think formed your approach to ethical behavior? How did
you start to think about this topic? Do you believe that your ethics will
remain unchanged as you continue in the field of journalism, or do you
see yourself altering your approach to ethics as you get deeper into
your career?

Write now!

1. Briefly explain each of the five ethical approaches and
philosophies discussed in the chapter. Then, explain which one of
these is most in line with your approach to ethics. Also, note
which philosophy you feel least comfortable with.

2. Review the six tenets of ethics that reside in the various
journalistic codes we examined in this chapter. Of the six, which
ones do you feel are the most important in establishing a bond of
trust with your readers? Which ones are least important in your
mind? Explain the reasons behind your thought process.

3. Find a topic that interests you and seek out a story on that topic
from several sources that you believe to be what Christiane
Amanpour might call “hyperpartisan.” Compare and contrast how
each site presents the information on the topic, including word
choice, sensationalism, source material and more. Then find a
story on this topic from a news source you trust. Which of those
partisan sites best mirrors the story you trust? What concerns you
about the stories that don’t mirror your views? Discuss issues of
accuracy and fairness as well as you summarize your findings.

Visit edge.sagepub.com/filaknews to help you accomplish your
coursework goals in an easy-to-use learning environment.
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Appendix A Using Focii to Build Your
Leads

The five interest elements outlined earlier in the book (fame, oddity,
conflict, immediacy and impact) all can play a role in not only what makes
your story interesting but also in how you should shape your lead. Let’s
delve into some leads that focus on the FOCII and see how each element
can help you build a lead:

Fame
When you have an element of fame, you want to use a name-recognition
lead to get that element as close to the front as you can:

BAD: Several concertgoers injured earlier this year in Philadelphia have
filed suit against rapper Snoop Dogg, after he enticed fans to move
toward the stage where a metal rail collapsed, causing the injuries.

This lead buries the name that might draw people’s attention. Get the name
to the front:

BETTER: Rapper Snoop Dogg acted negligently when he told
concertgoers to move toward the stage, where a metal railing collapsed
and injured several people, a lawsuit filed in Philadelphia this week
states.

Whenever possible, focus on the famous person, place or thing:

PERSON: President Donald Trump announced Monday he has a
creative plan to combat an increasing terrorism threat against the United
States.

PERSON: Big State University Chancellor John Robarts resigned
Tuesday after an FBI sting caught him stealing campus computers and
filing reports that blamed custodial staff for the missing items.
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PLACE: Graceland, the estate of deceased rock ‘n’ roll star Elvis
Presley, is under a health advisory this week after several visitors to the
home contracted Legionnaires’ disease during their stay.

PLACE: The Washington Monument, which has been under renovation
for damage suffered in a 2011 earthquake, will not reopen for at least
two more years, officials announced Monday.

THING: A copy of “Stadium Events,” the rarest game ever released for
the original Nintendo Entertainment System, sold for a record $38,000
at auction Tuesday.

THING: One of only four known home movies that captured the
assassination of President John F. Kennedy has been donated to a Dallas
museum, officials there said Tuesday.

Oddity
When you have a weird situation, focus on the oddity with an interesting-
action lead:

BAD: Charles Manowar, 43, was charged Wednesday in Obalaba
County Court with 12 counts of burglary and 12 counts of endangering
domesticated animals.

BAD: Thomas Joseph, 22, was arrested Wednesday in the Oakton
Regional Bank on suspicion of attempting to steal money after hours.

BETTER: A 43-year-old Obalaba County man, accused of stealing
parrots from people’s homes by stuffing them in his pants, was charged
Wednesday with burglary and endangering domestic animals.

BETTER: A 22-year-old Oakton man injured himself so severely while
attempting to steal money from a bank after it closed, he had to call 911
on himself, police said Wednesday.

If you have the reporting to make it work, a narrative lead can also work to
make things more interesting:

Nate Kazmark didn’t recognize the partygoer limping out of the
bathroom and heading to the front door, but Kazmark said he
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recognized the sound coming from the man’s pants.

“I heard ‘OUT! OUT! OUT!’ in Darwin’s voice,” he said. “She always
makes that sound when she wants me to open her cage and let her fly
around the house. I had no idea who invited this guy to my party, but I
could tell he had my parrot.”

Kazmark said he confronted the man, who squirmed as his pant leg
moved and continued to scream, “OUT! OUT! OUT!”

“I almost had to tackle the guy and depants him to get him to stop and
let my bird go,” he said. “Then we hung onto him and called the cops.”

Charles Manowar, 43, was arrested on suspicion of stealing parrots from
people’s homes during parties by stuffing them in his pants. Police said
Manowar has done this at least 12 times before, but had never been
caught.

The call to the 911 center was among the most polite Jane Longwire
said she ever received in her 25 years of service.

“The young man on the other end said, ‘Excuse me, ma’am. I don’t
want to be a problem, but I have really hurt myself and I can’t get to a
hospital. Could you please send an ambulance, but no police cars?’”
Longwire said.

According to the call transcript, the man said he cut his arm after
breaking through a glass window, severely burned his leg trying to cut
metal with an acetylene torch and now had his arm stuck in a metal
vault.

“I asked him for his address and when I pulled up the screen, I saw it
was the bank,” Longwire said. “I asked him if he was trying to steal
from the bank and he said, ‘Yes, ma’am, but I guess I’m not really good
at it.’”

Longwire continued the call for five minutes, which was when the
police arrived and arrested Thomas Joseph of Oakton. The 22-year-old
is accused of burglary and damage to private property.

Oddities also include rarities like the first, last or only instance of
something:
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FIRST: Sir Edmund Hillary, the first person to summit Mount Everest,
disliked the danger associated with climbing and distained the
“commercialism” of today’s Everest climbs, a posthumous biography
released Tuesday revealed.

FIRST: The first-ever marathon in which racers run entirely on a frozen
river is in jeopardy of cancellation because of unseasonably warm
weather, event organizers said Thursday.

LAST: Eugene Cernan, the last human to set foot on the surface of the
moon, died after ongoing health issues, NASA officials said Monday.

LAST: The Class of 2018 at Beakton Memorial Academy will be the
last group to graduate before the district closes the school because of
low enrollment, Superintendent Clare Minker said Friday.

ONLY: Johnny Vander Meer, the only pitcher to throw back-to-back
no-hitters in the major leagues, will be featured during a special event at
the Baseball Hall of Fame this fall.

ONLY: Kentucky’s only abortion clinic will remain open after a federal
judge granted it a temporary stay Friday.

Conflict
When you have a situation with multiple people, groups or sides that want
incompatible outcomes, you should focus on the conflict. In many cases,
this means writing a lead that incorporates the specific conflict and how
each side sees it. That means more than telling the readers that conflict
exists:

BAD: The city of Springfield held a meeting Tuesday where city
administrators and business officials disagreed about the future of
Snapper Lake.

In this case, we don’t know what the core of the disagreement is or why
we should care as readers.

BETTER: While city officials say Bark-A-Lot Enterprises polluted
Snapper Lake and should pay for its clean up, company administrators
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said the city’s shortsighted environmental polices led to the lake’s
horrific condition.

A narrative lead with a good nut graph could also focus on the conflict:

Bark-A-Lot Chairman Rich Docker held a Mason jar filled with green
sludge, candy bar wrappers, used tissue and rusty bolts in his right hand
as he addressed the city council Monday.

“This is what you have allowed to happen to Snapper Lake over the past
50 years,” he told the council. “To say that our one, accidental spill of
pet treats has caused all of this is beyond ridiculous.”

Alderwoman Jenna Jibense, whose district includes the dilapidated lake,
quickly stepped forward and cut him off.

“It wasn’t the only time you polluted,” she said in a firm tone of voice.
“It’s just the first time we caught you.”

The city and the company have been at odds over what caused the body
of water to fall into such a horrific condition and therefore, who should
pay to clean it up. Monday’s meeting was the first step the city took
toward seeking restitution from the pet-food giant that has a plant
roughly 200 feet from the lake’s shores.

Immediacy
The word “news” has the word “new” built right in, which means newer
items matter more than older ones. You should look for ways to focus on
the newest aspects of an ongoing story with a second-day lead:

BAD: The trial of Milton Newton, the philanthropist accused of stealing
$6.4 million from a nonprofit group, began March 3, and three months
later, the jury has yet to render a verdict, despite two weeks of
deliberation.

The first time element in there is a date, meaning we are at least a week
away from when something happened. The next time element tells us that
the mention of the date is three months old, which makes this even worse.
Then, we have a third time element that tells us something has been
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happening for two weeks.

When you have a problem with a time element, look for ways to freshen
up the lead with a more recent time peg and then weave the older
information deeper into the body of the story.

BETTER: The jury in the Milton Newton case remained deadlocked
Monday after two weeks of deliberating if the area philanthropist stole
$6.4 million from a nonprofit group.

You can also approach a “story update” based on when you did your most
recent reporting:

Police said Monday they are no closer to catching the man who robbed
six gas stations this month than they were when the crime spree began.

One More Note
When it comes to immediacy, newer is better, but that doesn’t mean that
the time peg should be the first thing you see. In most cases, people put the
time element at the front of the sentence for fear of creating misplaced
modifiers like these:

BAD: Gov. Jim Smith said he wants to eliminate homelessness
Wednesday during a speech on the steps of the Capitol.

(Sounds like he’s going to have a busy Wednesday.)

Or you can run into a problem of having back-to-back proper nouns when
the time element is out of place:

BAD: A 23-year-old man will spend the rest of his life in jail after he
was convicted in Wabeno Court Wednesday of trying to run his elderly
neighbor over with a snowmobile.

(As opposed to the other branch named Wabeno Court Thursday?)

To fix that problem, people tend to move the time element to the front of
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the lead, creating sentences like this:

BAD: Wednesday, three people died and two more were injured when a
cement truck slid off an overpass and crushed a minivan on Interstate
192, police said.

The main problem placing the time element at the front of the lead is that
you have now told your readers that the most important thing in the most
important sentence in your story is when something happened. On rare
occasion, that can be true in some cases, such as historical events:

Twenty-five years after being declared killed in action, a U.S. Marine
who fought in the Iraq War was found alive and well Friday.

Fifty years after he ended the 1960 World Series with a one-of-a-kind
home run, Bill Mazeroski was honored at PNC Park with a bronze
statue commemorating the moment.

In most cases, however, putting the time element up front is a dodge. The
best way to avoid a misplaced modifier and keep the focus where it
belongs is to place the time element next to the verb it should modify. You
should also use this as an opportunity to reevaluate your verb choice to
make sure you are focusing on the right aspect of the story in your lead:

BETTER: This state must do more to take care of its homeless
population, Gov. Jim Smith said Wednesday on the steps of the Capitol.

BETTER: A 23-year-old man attempted to kill his elderly neighbor
with a snowmobile and therefore should spend the rest of his life in jail,
a Wabeno County jury decided Wednesday.

BETTER: Three people died and two more were injured Wednesday
when a cement truck slid off an overpass and crushed a minivan on
Interstate 192, police said.

Impact
This interest element answers the biggest question readers tend to have:
“Why should I care about this?” The level of impact can be presented
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through quantitative or qualitative measures. Qualitative measures
examine the severity of the impact, such as death or property loss.
Quantitative measures examine how many of something is impacted.

QUALITATIVE: Six people died and five were critically injured as a
result of Tuesday night’s tornado, which swept through the heart of
Springfield County.

QUANTITATIVE: Nearly 54,000 homes lost power Tuesday as
powerful thunderstorms downed electrical lines and burst transformers
throughout Springfield County.

Impact also matters more when it is brought down to a personal level for
the readers:

BAD: The city of Wishana will likely bring in $2.2 million more in
revenue next year after the common council unanimously agreed
Tuesday to increase fees for vehicle licenses.

The number is big and scary, but it doesn’t show me the direct impact.
How much will this cost me if I own a car or truck? I have no idea.

BETTER: Vehicle owners in the city of Wishana will have to pay $10
more per car, truck or motorcycle next year after the common council
agreed Tuesday to increase license fees.

Although numbers will be helpful in many leads to clarify impact, using
too many of them will make your readers feel like a calculator threw up on
them:

LeBron James scored 14 of his 24 points in the fourth quarter on 7-of-7
shooting, leading the Cleveland Cavaliers to a 108–105 win Tuesday
against the Boston Celtics and giving the team a 3–1 lead in the best-of-
seven series.

Instead, pick out which numbers matter most and find ways to include
information that has value without using numbers:
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Behind a perfect-shooting fourth quarter from LeBron James, the
Cleveland Cavaliers pushed the Boston Celtics to the brink of
elimination in the Eastern Conference Playoffs with a 108–105 win
Tuesday.
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Appendix B Résumés, Cover Letters and
More

Hey, kid! Get a job!

Get “The Man” off your back and find a viable job with this collection of
advice that walks you through the entire process of resume-building and
job-seeking.

Illustration by Jason Brooks

(Author’s Note: Students often tell me that the scariest thing they deal with
is trying to get a job after college. Based on those comments, I asked the
good people at SAGE to let me include this “personal journey/how-to”
part of the book as an appendix. I wrote it more in a first-person
approach, as I thought it might help students feel like they aren’t the only
ones going through this. Hope it helps.)

When I was a student, I had two basic questions about textbooks:

1. How much of this do I actually have to read?
2. How much does this cost, and how much money can I get when I sell

it back to the bookstore?
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If you have those same questions, chances are, reading an appendix is the
last thing you think about when you pick up a textbook. However, I
wanted to toss together a collection of thoughts, anecdotes and suggestions
to help you make that next step in your life from broke college student to
somewhat-less-broke fledgling journalist.

In my own movement toward employment within the media field, I didn’t
find much help in the standard places I normally sought it. My mom
worked for the same school district for 45 years before retiring recently, so
it had been a while since she made a career move. Dad worked in a factory
for almost 38 years, which was the same factory his father worked in for
42 years and his father worked in for at least 40 more. The university
guidance counselors were unclear on what mattered in my field and
suggested that I speak at length about my coursework and my GPA, things
that got me laughed at in at least one interview.

Years later, I found that I wasn’t alone in feeling like a 4-year-old kid who
lost his mom at the county fair. Former students, many now in their 30s
and 40s, still reach out and ask, “OK, how do I apply for this job?” Current
students often note that their classes don’t tell them the most important
thing about finishing college: how to take the next step.

To help you do that, here are some thoughts that come from a couple
decades of applying for jobs, talking to hiring managers, working with
graduates seeking employment and serving as an adviser and de facto
therapist for students who think they’ll never get a job. My suggestions
also come from screwing up (and watching others screw up) in various
ways and learning from those screw-ups.

The one major piece of advice I would like to give you is the one I have
told students repeatedly: Don’t freak out. You will be just fine, even when
it doesn’t seem like that will be the case.

Résumé Building before Building Your
Résumé
I had a great student in my upper level features-writing course, and she
was ready to graduate at the end of the term. She was a smart and intuitive
reporter and writer. She always had incredibly insightful quotes from her
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sources and extremely vivid descriptions for her profiles and scene setters.
She was the kind of student anyone who valued reporting or writing would
want on staff at a magazine or news publication.

Still, she was having trouble getting employers to take her seriously, and
she was worried about getting a job in the field. I told her we should sit
down and go through her résumé. When she sat down with me to do this, I
noticed that the paper was almost blank. She had a few academic
accolades, her degree and a couple years of “regular jobs” in the service
industry. She looked at me and in a quiet voice said, “You were right.”

What I had been right about was that I had told her for years that she
needed to get some experience in the media field somewhere. As much as
self-interest had me hoping she’d be at the student newspaper I advised, I
told her she should consider any possible option: student television,
student radio, unpaid media gigs through clubs at the school, social media
jobs at the university or anything else that got her into the mix. She always
told me she was either too busy or that she would, but she needed to do
something else first. Now, with graduation coming down the pike, she had
nothing to show employers that proved she could do the kind of media
work she knew she could do.

This student wasn’t unique, unfortunately, as I have had many students in
my office with a bucketful of gumption, but no real-world experience. This
tends to lead to limited opportunities and tragic tales of wasted youth. To
give yourself a fighting chance of presenting a résumé that employers will
at least consider, you need to consider doing some work in the field.
Below is a nonexhaustive list of places you can go and things you can do
that will help you build your résumé before you have to build your résumé.

Student Media
Most colleges have some form of student-run media on their campuses.
Daily, weekly or monthly newspapers dot the landscape of campuses, as
do student-produced magazines, websites and even yearbooks. Many of
these places also have some form of student broadcast, such as traditional
radio and television operations or internet-based broadcasts. These places
are great outlets where you can hone your skills, pick up some work
samples (bylines, clips, stories, packages or whatever else people tend to
call these things) and learn by doing.
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Many students ask about trying to start their own blog or run their own
social media operation. These opportunities have merit in many cases, as
you can learn how to use various digital platforms and interact with
interested readers on important topics. However, you should consider two
key factors before putting all your eggs in one of these baskets. First,
journalists tend to learn through social norming in environments where
other people teach them how to do things and why they must be done as
such. Even as far back as 1955, scholars like Warren Breed noted that
newsrooms create a social environment in which older, more experienced
staffers tended to convey knowledge socially to younger staffers. Those
staffers, in turn, would gain age and wisdom in this system before
imparting that knowledge to the next generation of staff members. A cynic
could argue the notion of “garbage in, garbage out,” but social learning
remains a viable way in which knowledge traverses a media outlet. A
single-person, self-driven operation might make things more difficult for
you as you seek employment in a standard media organization. Second,
and perhaps more important, if getting hired is the goal you have in life,
it’s probably a good idea to road test that concept now. Apply for a job
that’s out there at an established student media outlet to get a feel for how
this all works.

University Gigs
Many universities have departments, groups and organizations that need
the skills you have gathered throughout your education. However, many
students skip these opportunities because they aren’t exactly what they
want, or they aren’t news jobs or they don’t pay well (or at all). Students
who ignore these opportunities do so at their own peril, as these jobs can
give you a chance to grow and develop your skills in a new arena.

Just because you aren’t breaking news or covering a sports team, it doesn’t
mean you aren’t getting valuable experience or improving yourself. These
jobs can give you a chance to develop a social media policy and try it out
on an interested and engaged audience. They can give you a chance to
learn how to interview people in fields that are foreign to you, which
forces you out of your comfort zone and requires you to give some more
thought to interview preparation.

At the very least, if you do good work at one of these jobs, you can get a
good reference from someone other than a journalism professor or a
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student media adviser. That can help you stand out in a giant stack of
résumés.

Internships
The process of moving from college to the profession is a lot like a
baseball player who works his way through the minor leagues before
getting a chance at “the show.” In that regard, an internship is like what
they call a “September call-up,” when professional teams get to expand
their rosters and try out some of the minor-leaguers against professional
competition.

Summer internships are great opportunities for employers to take you out
for a test drive. They get to see how you perform in the field and determine
what kind of a fit you would be if a job were to open in a year or so.
Contact local and regional media outlets to see if they have internships
available and what it takes to get one. Some of them are paid, while others
are unpaid, but the ability to get your foot in the door and get experience at
the professional level is immeasurable. (We’ll talk more about how to get
these gigs later in the appendix.)

Regular Jobs
At this stage in your career, few places looking at you as a serious
candidate for an internship or an entry-level job will expect you to have
multiple years of media experience. If you do, that’s great. If not, trying to
fill that single blank page can feel like trying to cross the Gobi Desert on
foot. This is where your “regular jobs” can help you fill the space and
provide the hiring manager with some insight about you.

Students have often argued that working summers as a camp counselor or
serving as a part-time cashier at Wiener World has nothing to do with the
media, so including these jobs is a waste of time. Although making sure
the kids don’t fall into Crystal Lake or keeping the condiment bar stocked
doesn’t attach itself to hard-hitting journalism, don’t discount these
experiences on your first couple of résumés. Remember, media outlets
aren’t just picking up a set of skills when they hire you. They are getting a
human being with habits, behaviors and traits as well.

428



Regular jobs can show people that an organization trusted you to work
well with others and complete tasks as required. Former employers can
discuss your overall work ethic, your work habits and your overall value as
an employee of an organization. If you are on time for work, polite to
others, do good work and create a pleasant environment as a checkout
clerk, a clothing store retail specialist or a member of the Camp Happy
Counselors Brigade, chances are, you will replicate those behaviors in a
newsroom. List the jobs until you get enough media experience to push
them off your résumé.

Résumés: “what can you do for us?”
I once had a conversation with a hiring manager for a major sports
website, and he helped me see the issue of hiring from the other side of the
table. He explained to me that the student résumés he sees are often a
disaster because they focus so much on what the students have done to this
point in their lives.

When I pressed him on this issue, arguing that a résumé is, if nothing else,
a recounting of a person’s career, he shot back at me a line that still sticks
in my head:

“I don’t care about what you’ve done,” he said. “I care about
what you can do for me.”

That statement reminded me of the line Oakland A’s General Manager
Billy Beane said to David Justice in the movie “Moneyball”:

“I’m not paying you for the player you were. I’m paying you for
the player you are right now.”

Taking these two thoughts together, the purpose of the résumé is not to
recount past glories, but rather to focus on skills and talents that can help
your new employer see value in you. Let’s walk through the basics:

Experience
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When you outline your previous places of employment, be they high-end
media internships or plain-Jane service jobs, your goal is to show how
these experiences created skills for you that a future employer will value.
It’s not enough to say that you were an intern at a major daily newspaper
or a top-20 market television news station. You need to explain what it
was you did while you were there and how that translates to a new-and-
improved you.

Under each of your jobs, internships and activities, list three or four bullet
points that provide your future employer with a sense of the skills you
gained or honed during that time period. Use strong action verbs like
“wrote,” “interviewed,” “created,” “built,” and “edited” to support the
underlying assumption that you did things while you were there, as
opposed to fetching coffee. If you want to put in some extra effort, review
each position description for each job you are seeking and pair your
experience “actions” with their needs. This will help keep your résumé
fresh and specialized for the jobs while also helping future employers see
you as a likely fit for their position.

Education and Honors
You want to list your education on your résumé to let people know where
you are attending school and how far into your program you are. Listing an
expected date of graduation can be beneficial for hiring managers who are
trying to plan their next several moves. If the manager needs a reporter to
start in December and you don’t graduate until May, this can be a problem.
Conversely, if you apply for an internship and you don’t graduate for
another year, a company might want to hire you for that internship and
keep you on as a part-time worker during the year as they groom you for a
full-time job down the road.

Any honors you can list from your current stage of life (college) are also
helpful in this area. These can be things like awards you won in student
media, such as first place in feature writing at the state student media
conference or academic acknowledgments, such as induction into an honor
society. If you won other germane awards or participated in other
organizations that might shine a positive light on you, make sure you
mention those too.
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Cover Letters 101
In the days of texts and tweets, the idea of a cover letter can seem as quaint
and unnecessary as communicating via the Pony Express. Some
publications require a cover letter as a matter of course and to meet
specific requirements set forth by a human resources department. Other
places will ask for an email or a video or some other form of introductory
element that goes beyond the résumé to explain who you are and why you
matter. Regardless of the format, you want to put your best foot forward
when you formally introduce yourself in the hiring process. Here are a few
bits of advice to help you along:

Start With a Connection if You Have One
If it’s an opening paragraph or an opening line in a video, you want to
introduce yourself to your audience in a way that gives you an edge over
any potential competition. One of the best ways to make this happen is if
they already know you, which is why networking is so crucial throughout
your college (and professional) career.

If you went to a journalism conference and met a recruiter for the Johnson
Journal, she might say, “Hey, we have an internship this summer that you
might want to consider.” That connection can be helpful in pulling you to
the top of the stack, if she remembers you. That’s why you want to start
with something like, “It was great to meet you this fall at the ABC Media
conference, where we talked about potential internship opportunities.
Given what you told me there, I was excited to see you had this internship
available and I couldn’t wait to apply.”

In some cases, you won’t have that connection, but you will have that
“friend of a friend” connection that you can exploit for your own benefit.
Professors get emails or messages from former students all the time,
asking if they know of any good students that might be interested in an
internship or a job. If the professor handed this off to you, this is another
great way to connect with a potential employer: “Professor Smith said you
were looking for a hard worker to fill your internship position this
summer, and he recommended that I send you my résumé.”

If you lack any specific “in” with a potential employer, consider telling the
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employer where you found their advertisement and why you felt
compelled to apply for the opening. For example, you could explain that
you read the publication frequently or that you have professors who speak
highly of the writing it puts out. You could also look for a way to tie your
interests to their needs. In doing this you could mention how you covered
specific things such as crime or sports and that is what drew you to the
company’s open position for a crime reporter or a sports reporter. Look for
a way to reach out and explain to the person reviewing résumés, “Hey, I’m
interested in you for a good reason!”

Explain, Don’t Repeat, Your Résumé
When students take essay tests, I often advise them to go through the essay
question and highlight key phrases and active verbs so that they don’t miss
any section. Things like “Compare and contrast the four ethical codes” and
“Describe the structure of an inverted-pyramid story” call for specific
actions on the part of the student. Going through and noting those
requirements can be helpful when the students want to provide the most
complete answer possible. If you use that same formula when you write
your cover letter, you can set yourself apart from the people who use form
letters to regurgitate their experience.

Go through the job posting and highlight specific things the job requires or
the employer wants. This could include things like “must be proficient at
social media” or “needs the ability to work well under deadline pressure.”
Once you highlight those elements, pick out the ones you want to discuss
in your cover letter.

At this point, you don’t want to repeat your résumé, but rather link your
experiences to their needs and do a solid job of explaining how they
connect through narrative examples. Let’s say the need is “must work well
under deadline pressure.” You can link that to your work in student media
with an example of how you did this:

“You noted in your position description that you need someone
who works well under deadline pressure. As a news reporter at
the Campus Crier, I often found myself working on tight
deadlines including one case where I got a tip about the
university’s president resigning. In less than two hours, I
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managed to get the story confirmed and written. Even better, I
scooped the local paper.”

Not every need will attach itself to one of your great adventures in media,
but you should look for those opportunities to show people what you did
and how it can be of benefit to them.

The Money Paragraph: Why Should They Hire
You?
After you outline your skills and traits but before you thank the person for
considering your application sits the most important couple of sentences in
your letter: the money paragraph. At this point, you should have made a
good impression and have the person on the other end of the letter thinking
that you might be a good fit. It is right here that you want to seal the deal
and give the employer something to remember.

Each of us has that “one thing” that we think we’re better at that most of
the rest of the people in our field. We pride ourselves on our ability to
work through problems, to constantly look for positives in every situation
or to smooth over personnel concerns. Whatever that “one thing” is for
you, hit it here with some emphasis. The goal is to say to an employer that
if she is looking through your application and Candidate X’s application
and everything is completely equal to this point, here’s the big reason why
you should get the job over that other person:

“Above all else, I constantly look for new ways to reach the
audience. I was one of the first reporters on our staff to integrate
digital tools like Periscope and Storify into my work. I knew this
was how most people in our audience got the news and now
everyone else at our publication uses these tools as well. I will
always look for the next best way to connect with the readers
and viewers and I think this approach could really boost
readership for your organization.”

“Like a Bad Dating Experience”: The

433



Application Process
The application process for most jobs involves a series of stages and
processes that require multiple people to approve everything from the job
posting to the candidate hiring. Throughout that process, human beings
make decisions about deadlines for each step and how long each stage
should last. Couple that with the ability for things to get lost on people’s
desks, at-work emergencies and the occasional personal catastrophe for the
hiring manager, and this thing can drag out for what seems like an eternity.

As a candidate, you know none of the internal machinations occurring at
the business to which you have applied. All you know is that you haven’t
heard back, and it seems like forever. Each time you check your email or
voicemail can bring with it a sense of hope and anxiety and then that
deflating sadness or anger. At the end of this, you can feel like someone
has put you through an emotional wringer.

The only way I have ever been able to explain this to students who are
dealing with this for the first time is to say it is essentially like a bad dating
experience: You meet someone and express some level of mutual interest.
You put yourself out there and don’t hear back, so you’re not sure how to
feel about this because you don’t know how that other person thinks. You
fight the urge to send off additional texts or calls because you don’t want
to be annoying, but the curiosity and anxiety are killing you slowly as your
insides twist into pretzels.

You send off another message and then hate that you seem needy. You still
don’t hear back, so now you feel angry and you’ve written this person off.
Suddenly, you get a call two days later from the person, who is
apologizing that they were unable to get back to you because of a family
emergency that required out-of-state travel. The person is so happy you
reached out and would really like to make all of this up to you by going
out for coffee in the next day or two. . . .

And on and on it goes with the ups and downs of the process until you
either end up in a relationship of some kind or you both end up going other
ways.

Students who haven’t gone through this tell me I don’t know what I’m
talking about until they go through it and then they tell me it’s pretty much
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the best analogy available for the emotional rollercoaster that is a job
search. To help you navigate the process, here are a few things to consider
when going through it:

Be Interested Without Being Annoying
The classic 1996 film “Swingers” includes a scene in which Jon Favreau’s
character, Mike, calls a woman he met at a bar that night and leaves her a
message. He then calls another time that night to leave a number. Then he
calls another time to let her know he’s interested. A fourth call tells her he
just got out of a six-year relationship, so he’s acting a bit weird. His next
call is asking her to call him whenever she gets back because he really
wants to talk to her. He then calls a few more times in which he finally
says he isn’t sure he wanted to date her anyway. At the end, she actually
picks up the phone and it was clear she was listening all that time. She tells
him to never call her again.

The point here is that a line clearly exists between showing enthusiastic
interest and borderline stalkerish behavior. You want to be on the proper
side of that line both in life and in the job search. That’s where you need to
meter out your approach to staying in touch with your potential employer.

Understand that even though your application is the number one priority
for you, it might be priority 87 for the people on the other end of it. As you
fret about your future, those people are likely going through the dozen
other mundane tasks they need to complete every day. They might also
have additional searches going that take priority over yours, or a few crises
might have popped up along the way, limiting the time they can spend
going through applications. It’s important to you that you get hired, but it
isn’t necessarily a crucial part of these people’s daily life.

With that in mind, you have a few things you can do to give yourself some
contact options and not be known around the office as “that annoying
candidate who won’t leave us alone.” The best opportunity for contact is
after you have submitted your material. At that point, you are fresh in the
employer’s mind and you have an open lane to get a few crucial pieces of
information.

Let’s say you apply for a reporting job at the Smithville Journal. You
follow the rules and submit your material electronically to editor John
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Jones via email. You send in the information, and in that email, you can
ask John to email you back, just to make sure he got your information and
that it didn’t get lost in a spam filter somewhere. The next day, you get an
email from John telling you that he got your information and thanks for
applying. At this point, you get one more email to send back without
seeming needy or weird, so make it count. You want to email him back
and thank him for reaching out to you. You want to express your
enthusiasm in a controlled and yet interested fashion. You also want to
find out what the process looks like in terms of a time line. This is where
you can get the information you need to keep from having anxiety
nightmares every day for the next three months.

That email should yield a return email that fills you in on the process. If
John says, “We plan to get this done in the next two weeks. We want to
have phone interviews with our top candidates at that time,” you now have
a timeline for yourself and you should leave him alone. If he doesn’t
respond, give it a week and respond with a refresher email, noting that you
just wanted to make sure he got your last email. That will either mentally
poke him to get back to you with a “Oh, hey, sorry! I did get it and here’s
the process” email or it won’t. At that point, let it rest. The ball is clearly
in his court.

If you got the two-week timeline, don’t treat it like the countdown timer on
a bomb. If John didn’t get back to you exactly 336 hours after your last
contact, the world won’t end. Many incidents can intervene that will turn
that hopeful timeline into a pipe dream, so let it rest for upward of a week.
A follow-up at that point is legitimate, with a “just wanted to touch base”
feeling to it. Explain you don’t want to be a bother, but you did want to
make sure he knew you were still interested. If that yields an email with an
apology and an explanation of how things have slowed, you will likely get
a new timeline and this process starts all over. If you get a “don’t call us,
we’ll call you” email, you also know where you stand and you can look
elsewhere.

The biggest thing is to be relaxed in your emails and demonstrate that you
like the job, but you aren’t typing this desperate missive, begging for it.
The more desperate and needy you seem, the less likely you are to get a
second look. Many hiring managers figure that if you are this much of a
pest as a candidate, you will be as bad, if not worse, as a colleague.
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“I Like You. I Hate You. I Love You.” The
Swings of the Process
One of the hardest things about the hiring process from the point of the
applicant is to separate the professional from the personal. Logically, you
can say in your head, “Another person’s résumé had more years of
experience and more awards than mine did, so it makes sense that the
person got the job.” However, in most cases, we internalize the issue and
make it about the person: “Why didn’t they like me?” The rejection of our
application becomes the rejection of us personally, which means
something is wrong with us.

You have to find a way to put up a firewall between who you are and what
you have accomplished. You’re not worse than someone who has three
more years of experience than you do. You’re not a bad person because
you haven’t won a major award or garnered a major scoop. Those things
might or might not come to you in time, but not having attained them at
this point is not an indictment of your character.

You also want to modulate your reactions to the swings of the process.
You apply and you imagine yourself working at the job, getting the salary,
gabbing with like-minded colleagues near the coffee cart and becoming a
seasoned pro. It’s love at first sight. When the company hasn’t called you
back in a week or two, you start to feel disappointed and that can lead to
you having the “sour grapes” approach to the job. It probably wasn’t that
good. The money probably wasn’t that good. The coffee probably tastes
like garbage. Then, you get the call that has them asking for potential
times where you could do an interview. Suddenly, you’re overflowing with
joy, and you’re counting the minutes until your phone interview.

To keep yourself on an even keel, you need to find a way to treat each step
as more of a moderate movement as opposed to an emotional swing. It’s
great to be liked, but you’re going to remain cautiously optimistic about
that application. It’s sad when people don’t like you, but there are other
fish in the sea. It’s nice that they thought enough of you to do the phone
interview and even if you don’t get the job, the interview process is great
for gaining experience.

Take it one step at a time and let it happen.
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Give Thanks, No Matter What
This links directly into the previous two steps: Show gratitude no matter
what happens. Sure, you aren’t happy you lost the internship or the job, but
you don’t want to leave people with a bad impression of you. Although I
could make arguments about how your parents taught you to always be
thankful, there is a more utilitarian reason to be grateful and pleasant:
Being a jerk can come back to haunt you.

After your interview, you should send a simple “thank you” note or email
to the person with whom you met. This approach can show that you are
interested in the job and that you are motivated to keep the channel of
communication open between you and the organization. When you find
out later that you didn’t get the position, you should follow up with a
similar “thank you” communication as well. This one will let people know
you are grateful for the time they took with you and that you don’t hold a
grudge about not getting the job. This is worth your time, even if you are
dying inside and would love nothing more than to get a job working for
one of that company’s competitors so you could frequently beat the pants
off those fools who didn’t hire you.

Just because you didn’t get this internship or job, it doesn’t follow that the
company doesn’t like you or value you. A hiring manager might have
found a more experienced person or an editor might have needed a specific
skill set you don’t possess. If another opportunity opens up in that
company, the hiring manager might recall you as a great interview and
consider hiring you for that job.

One of my students was interviewed for an internship at Company X and
was passed over in favor of another one of my students. She remained
professional and thanked everyone for the opportunity. A few days later,
she got a call, explaining there was a different internship in another area
where they thought she’d be great. She made it to the final two and was
rejected again. She thanked them and offered to stay in touch in a polite
and professional manner before breaking down sobbing in my office.

Three days later, another company contacted her about a different
internship, and she got that one. A day later, Company X called her and
offered her an internship in her area of interest that had just come up. After
hearing she already had an internship, Company X offered to work around
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her schedule because they really wanted her to be a part of the company
for the summer. In the end, she got both paid internships and got great
experience (and references) from them both.

Even if Company X never offered her the internship, remaining
professional was in her best interest, because we all work in a small field.
The concept of “six degrees of separation,” in which anyone on the planet
can be linked to anyone else on the planet through no more than five other
people, is true in our area of work. In reality, it’s probably closer to two or
three degrees of separation, so if you come off like a jerk, someone will
remember you and complain about you over drinks to a colleague at
another company, and you might have applied there. Don’t let a small bout
of anger and resentment lead to the creation of an unfair reputation.

Getting the Job and Negotiating Your Deal
The application, the phone interview, the weeks of waiting, the in-person
interview, the week of waiting, the “checking up” phone call from the
editor and the next two weeks of waiting have culminated in an actual
offer.

Yes, someone out there likes you, and if your heart ever stops pounding
against your rib cage, you will likely thank the person on the other end of
the phone before you hang up and start screaming like a crazed hyena. In
the meantime, the person passes along some congratulations and says
something about sending you the formal offer and needing you to fill out a
form or something, all of which is lost in the sound of blood pounding in
your ears. You issue a few yes/no/thank-you answers to whatever it is you
are being told, and you hang up. Before you celebrate via every social
media channel you use, you need to spend some time looking at what this
job will entail and what your compensation really involves, and then
decide if you want to take this job.

This sounds like heresy at this point, because the euphoria of getting a job
has made taking whatever is thrown your way a foregone conclusion.
However, this is where you need to get grounded and really see what you
are getting yourself into. You will eventually come down off of this high,
and if you don’t make some smart choices before you take the job, you
will end up regretting it.
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Reviewing the Offer
Before you hang up with the employer, you want to find out how you will
be receiving the formal offer. The people hiring you will need to send you
some sort of documentation either via email or snail mail. Once you get
that, you will be able to see what kind of hand you have been dealt. This is
the time to get back into reporter mode: Do some research, ask a lot of
questions and determine what you actually have in front of you.

Certain things are in almost every offer package: Salary, sick leave,
vacation, health-related benefits, start date and contract renewal terms.
Beyond that, other perks and caveats can crop up here and there. Some of
these things are negotiable, while others are not. The variable nature of
these elements can range widely based on the company, the state and other
factors, such as the presence of a union. For now, let’s just look at the
basic things you need to work through and how to approach them:

Salary

Money isn’t everything, but it beats the heck out of whatever comes in
second, so you need to understand it. Some places will hire you at an
hourly rate, while others will hire you on an annual salary. In either case,
you need to understand two things: How many hours are associated with
your pay, and how much are you actually being paid?

Hours can vary from organization to organization and can affect your life.
At some companies, full-time work is 40 hours a week, while others build
in a half hour or an hour as break time or lunch. Some organizations build
in a salary bump for weekend or “second-shift” work. Figure out what it is
you have been given so you know what you have to do to earn your
money.

Money can also vary from organization to organization, both in terms of
how you are paid, what that money includes and what it can actually buy.
Some places pay by the week, which can be good when you want to have a
steady stream of income throughout the year. Others pay you once per
month, which can force you to budget differently so you aren’t broke by
the last week of the month. You need to know how much you will be paid,
but also how much you will get when the money finally lands in your bank
account. Certain things will be taken out of your salary, such as taxes,
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health insurance costs and even parking costs. Taxes and medical costs can
vary widely from state to state, so if you are moving from one part of the
country to another, you should consider those issues when weighing a job
offer or comparing multiple offers.

Buying power also varies from place to place. If you get a $35,000 offer in
Youngstown, Ohio, you might be able to live very well, as that’s more
than $10,000 above the median income there. If you get that same offer in
San Francisco, California, you are probably in serious financial trouble,
given that you will make less than half of what the median income is for
the city. Use some of the cost-of-living tools available to you online to
figure out how much you can buy for your salary. Use online classified ads
to examine the cost of housing and see where you will be able to live on
your new income. The actual dollar amount is only as good as what you
can do with those dollars.

Vacation and Sick Leave

You need to find out how much of these precious commodities you get and
when you will receive them. Some places will give you a certain amount
right away and withhold a secondary chunk until you have worked there
for a while. Other places will give you the whole ball of wax right up
front. Many places, however, will require you to work for somewhere
between six months and a year until you accrue any vacation and/or sick
time. The amount and approach will vary, so figure out what you get and
when you get it.

It’s also instructive to find out what happens if you need time off before
your vacation kicks in or what the company expects you to do if you
suddenly come down with a case of the flu. Some places will let you
negotiate a certain set of unpaid off days into your deal if you don’t have
vacation, while others have human-resources rules that dictate what
reprimands you will receive if you miss work.

Finally, find out what happens to these days if you don’t use them.
Companies often allow you to “roll over” your sick days from year to year,
with a cap of some kind kicking in if you happen to be one of those people
who have great health and a lengthy career. In most cases, vacation is a
“use it or lose it” proposition, so you shouldn’t plan on saving up so that
you can take all of June off in 10 years.

441



Health Insurance and Other Benefits

Some companies require a certain number of work hours for you to qualify
for a benefits package, so you need to make sure your job meets those
requirements. If you need 40 hours of work to get the health insurance, and
your job calls for 37.5 hours per week, you need to figure out why. You
also need to figure out how much you will be expected to pay toward your
health insurance, if you need to go to specific doctors and what services
will be covered. You might consider your nearsightedness to be a medical
condition, but your insurance might not cover eye care. The same thing is
true about dental coverage. Also, check to make sure that any preexisting
conditions you have are covered. If you’ve had asthma since you were 5
years old, chances are you’re going to need some inhalers and some
doctor’s visits, so make sure you are covered.

You also want to see if any other benefits exist that you didn’t consider. If
you have to move to take the job, see if your employer will pay for some
or all of your moving expenses. Some places have discounted or free
memberships to local events or local gyms. You might get free access to
certain databases other people have to pay for or a free couple days off as
part of the city’s “Founder’s Day” celebration. Don’t overlook the freebies
and perks when you review the deal.

Understanding the Fine Print
All of these discussions of copays and 401(k) vesting clauses can make
your head swim. You might never have heard about pretax benefits or
employee contribution requirements, and all of this can seem scary. If you
treat these things the way you treat everything else you do as a reporter,
you’ll be fine.

Research the information the same way you research anything else you are
reporting on. Do internet searches, read articles from trusted publications
and see what other people online are saying about each thing that confuses
you. The more you read, the more you will understand the main things
with which you should concern yourself.

Think about it like buying a used car: When you read the reviews online,
usually there are a few things people tell you to watch out for with certain
brands or models of car. Those things could be specific spots where the

442



cars tend to rust or certain noises that indicate poor maintenance. When
you go to test-drive one of those cars, you don’t know the quality of every
screw and switch, but you know what can become problematic and you
keep an eye out for it. The same basic rules apply here. For example, you
might not know everything about your 401(k), but you will know to ask if
the company matches your contributions, how long it will take for you to
become vested and what fees are you responsible for.

If you still need more information or you aren’t exactly happy with the
answers you have received, do some interviewing. As a reporter, you
aren’t an expert on everything, so you call up experts and ask them
questions when you need information. This is no different. Get in touch
with knowledgeable people you trust, like family and friends, and ask
them to help you understand what you are looking at here. These people
can be beneficial, as you will get one-on-one help for your specific
situation.

Oliver Twisting Your Way to a Better Deal
If the money looks good and the benefits meet your needs, you are almost
ready to take the job. It is here where most first-time job seekers bypass
the opportunity to leverage the deal in their favor.

In general, people don’t want to upset others, and they don’t want to be
greedy, so they will decline to negotiate. The idea many people have is
that they’ll take the deal and work really hard so that their boss will value
them and give them more money or benefits later. As much sense as that
makes, it isn’t the way a job negotiation works. You will never be in a
better position to get things you need than you are when you have a good
deal and you are almost ready to take it.

Understand that for the most part, employers expect that you will negotiate
to some degree. How hard you push and what you choose to ask for will
determine an employer’s reaction, but that’s up to you. However, if you
ask for a little more money or a few specific needs, a good employer will
comply with your request, meet you in the middle or decline to do so while
explaining why your request isn’t possible. You are highly unlikely to
blow the deal or have someone pull the contract off the table at this stage if
you are polite and logical in your approach.
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In short, try to be like Oliver Twist: Politely note, “Please, sir. I want some
more.” (And, of course, hope it turns out better for you than it did for him.)

When it comes to money, the salary is a negotiating point, so don’t think it
has been carved in stone. Unless your employer tells you otherwise,
nothing should stop you from asking for some more money. When you ask
for more money, have a number in mind and ask for a little bit more than
that number. You will never get more than you ask for, and once your
employer agrees to an amount, the option to ask for more is gone.

So, let’s say the company offers you $26,000 and you would like $28,000.
Ask for $30,000. You might get it or you might get a return offer of
$29,000, which is still more than you wanted. Worst case, you can agree to
“meet in the middle” at $28,000, which is what you wanted in the first
place.

It also helps to have a reason why you want the money and make that part
of your pitch. If you say, “I want more money,” you might come across
like a greedy jerk. Instead say, “I was looking at the cost of apartments
near the office and they are a little pricier than I thought. I was wondering
if we could move the salary figure up to X dollars to help with that.” This
shows that you have really looked into coming to the company and you are
looking at living situations. The hiring manager will likely understand
your concern and see about getting you a little more money.

Some jobs will tell you, “This is the salary and we can’t negotiate it for
XYZ reasons.” That doesn’t mean you can’t get other things that will
benefit you. In lieu of a salary bump, ask for an extra week of vacation or
some other perk you know other people in the field get. If you have plans
set up for later in the year, like a family vacation or a friend’s wedding,
that might not mesh with your new work schedule, see if you can get a
promise to have that time put aside. Ask for a little more moving money or
a promise that you can have off a specific holiday that is important to you.
Whatever really matters to you, this is the time to get it.

Sealing the Deal
After all of this is done and you agree to the new deal, make sure you get it
in writing. Have an adviser, a lawyer or someone you trust go over it with
you to make sure everything is in order.
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Then, sign what you need to sign, plan your next stage of life and enjoy
the ride.
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Appendix C A Deeper Dig into FOIA and
State Public Records Laws

While the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) covers the federal level,
each state dictates how it will behave with regard to public records
requests within its borders. These laws go by different names, such as
sunshine laws, open records laws and public disclosures, to name a few.
Inherent to all of them, however, is the idea that the law should be tailored
to keep citizens in the know. You can check on any state’s open records
laws through the National Freedom of Information Coalition’s website
(http://www.nfoic.org). For the sake of an example, I’ve randomly chosen
a state (Vermont) to unpack some of the crucial elements for you as a
reporter:

Here is the state’s opening statement of policy for Vermont’s subchapter
on access to public records:

§ 315. Statement of Policy; Short Title

(a) It is the policy of this subchapter to provide for free and open
examination of records consistent with Chapter I, Article 6 of the
Vermont Constitution. Officers of government are trustees and
servants of the people and it is in the public interest to enable
any person to review and criticize their decisions even though
such examination may cause inconvenience or embarrassment.
All people, however, have a right to privacy in their personal and
economic pursuits, which ought to be protected unless specific
information is needed to review the action of a governmental
officer. Consistent with these principles, the General Assembly
hereby declares that certain public records shall be made
available to any person as hereinafter provided. To that end, the
provisions of this subchapter shall be liberally construed to
implement this policy, and the burden of proof shall be on the
public agency to sustain its action.

Let’s break down a few key elements of this:
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1. Notice that it says “certain public records shall be made available to
any person,” meaning that the state is beholden to any John or Jane Q.
Public who wants to see these public documents. It doesn’t say
“some” or “most” people, nor does this restrict it to media
organizations or prohibit certain groups from having access. “Any
person” means you can get ahold of any documents you see fit, as
long as they legally qualify as public records.

2. The statement also notes, “Officers of government are trustees and
servants of the people and it is in the public interest to enable any
person to review and criticize their decisions. . . .” Some states
include the term “essential function” or “requirement of the job” that
officers of the government turn these records over to the public.
Unfortunately, many state agencies don’t see things that way, because
of fear of embarrassment or negative press. Those reasons aren’t good
enough to keep records out of the public eye. Some states will even
make this explicit, such as Indiana, which notes, “No request may be
denied because the person making the request refuses to state the
purpose of the request, unless such condition is required by other
applicable statute.”1 As a reporter, your job is to help the state
officials and record keepers see how public access is part of their job,
and an important one at that.

3. The closing line here is probably the most important aspect of the
law: “To that end, the provisions of this subchapter shall be liberally
construed to implement this policy, and the burden of proof shall be
on the public agency to sustain its action.” Some record keepers use
the “possession is nine-tenths of the law” approach, meaning if they
have it and you want it, you need to explain why you should get it
before they release it. The law states that the exact opposite is true:
You have the right to those records, and it’s up to the agency to
demonstrate why those documents don’t fall into the category of open
records. If the agency or its record keepers can’t show you the point
of law that allows them to keep you from having those records, you
deserve them under this state statute.

Which documents are available?
What you have the right to varies from state to state as well. Some states
open all governmental agencies to the widest possible inspection rules,
while others use restrictive measures based on the platform of
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communication or the type of documents. Traditional paper records of
common governmental business, such as copies of a city budget or minutes
from a public school board meeting, will almost always fall under the
umbrella of an open record.

The question of how to treat emails and other electronic communication
has more recently become a concern to journalists and open records
advocates. For example, in 2008, two Detroit newspapers sued the city to
force Mayor Kwame Kilpatrick to disclose text messages he sent from his
mobile device.2 The city argued that the messages were exempt because
the city leased, rather than owned, the device. The court dictated that the
bulk of the messages be released, leading to several compromising issues,
including Kilpatrick’s conspiring with an aide to fire a deputy police chief
and an extramarital affair the mayor was having.3 That said, in San Jose,
California, a case that asks if digital communication outside of state-held
networks and devices constitutes a public record. In this case, an activist
requested voicemails, text messages and emails sent among the mayor and
city council representatives regarding a redevelopment project in the city.
The request noted that all records should be turned over, regardless of
whether they were on private accounts or not.4 The city lost the first stage
of that case, but won on appeal.5 As of early 2017, the case had been
appealed to the state’s highest court, but remained undecided.

The law makes it clear that you have access to everything a public agency
creates, unless it is specifically exempted under another part of the law. In
short, you have the right to whatever hasn’t been listed explicitly as not
being a public document. Most of the states list items such as employee
personnel records, records that would endanger someone’s life, any
document that would violate the state’s open meeting law and any
document that FOIA dictates as being nonpublic in this category. These
items vary from state to state, so it is important to understand what you can
and can’t get. That said, it is usually best to attempt the request and make
the agency tell you why you can’t have the items you want. Remember,
the burden is on the agency to say why the record isn’t public. If the record
keepers can’t tell you that, you should be granted access to those items.

How to Make a Formal Open Records Request
Open records requests can seem daunting if you don’t know how to ask
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formally for the documents you are seeking. In some cases, governmental
bodies and other organizations will have a specific form they want you to
complete for a record request. However, in many cases, you will need to
write a letter that informs the records custodian what you want. Below is
an annotated sample letter for an open records request. We are keeping
with the example of Vermont, but you can find sample letters at
http://www.nfoic.org/state-sample-foia-request-letters for your specific
state.

1. Start this letter as you would any formal letter by including your
name and return address. This will also help the recipient of the letter
know where to send the records if your request is successful.

2. Include the date you sent the letter. This will provide a clear start to
the timeline associated with your request. Your letter will likely be
stamped with an intake stamp of some kind when it arrives at the
record keeper’s office to help start the clock on your request. This is
particularly important in states that list a specific time frame in which
requests must be answered.

3. Here is where you put the name, title and full address of the record
keeper.

4. Begin the body of the letter with a clear indication that this is a formal
open records request. Include in this paragraph the specific state
statute under which you are making this request.

5. Here is where you need to describe the records associated with your
request. If you know specifically which records you want, such as the
2017 city budget, you can note it here. If you are unsure as to what
records exist that pertain to your request, you should describe the
information you are seeking. An example of this type of request
would be something like “Any emails sent between the assessor’s
office and the mayor’s office in 2016 regarding the property at 111
W. Main St. in Burlington.” This is usually where requests run into
trouble. You need to be as specific and clear as you can be, which
includes listing a specific time frame for the documents, the form of
the document and the topic associated with the documents. In other
words, you will be far more successful asking for “Police reports
written by Sgt. Bill Bates for the Smithville Police Department from
May 1 to May 30 regarding traffic stops on Whitley Way” than
simply asking for “Anything officers wrote or typed this year about
traffic stops.” In this letter, we ask for data from two fiscal years
regarding property values in the city as well as a list of assessors
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associated with those properties. That should be specific enough to
get the request through, presuming the documents exist and are
deemed public records.

6. This paragraph acknowledges that state law allows governmental
agencies to charge fees for this, but it also asks that those fees be
waived. If you can make a case that you are part of the news media,
doing this for a greater news-gathering purpose or that you lack
funds, it is more likely that you can get the fee waived. However, you
should also note that you are willing to pay up to a certain amount to
get this request completed. Mention that amount in your letter.

7. You should find out what your state law dictates in terms of
turnaround time and mention that here. This helps establish the time
frame for this request and gives the record keeper a reminder that
fulfillment needs to happen in a certain amount of time. If your state
doesn’t list a specific number of days, or lists “a reasonable amount
of time,” check with open records advocates to see what best
practices are in the state. That would let you note, “State law dictates
that this request be answered in a reasonable time period, but best
practices in this state indicate five days to be an acceptable amount of
time to fulfill a request like this.”

8. Before you close, you want to remind the records keeper that if any
part of this is denied, he or she has to specifically cite the reason in
the law for it. This prevents people from ignoring the letter or
responding with something like, “I don’t think you really need these
records.” In addition, you want to note that this person has to tell you
how to proceed if you aren’t satisfied with the reasoning behind the
denial. The record keeper has to list an appeal process for you.

9. Add your signature and a contact number so the person can contact
you to clarify any issues with the request or to inform you as to the
status of it.

(1) Zoe Filak

1111 N. Main St.

Burlington, VT 05401

(2) 2/22/2017

(3) John Vickery
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Assessor, City of Burlington

149 Church St., Room 17

Burlington, VT 05401

Dear Mr. Vickery,

(4) Under Vermont Public Records Law §315 et seq., I am requesting
the opportunity to examine or obtain copies of the following public
records:

(5)

A listing of all real estate parcels and business personal property
within the city of Burlington, including the owners’ addresses,
property locations, appraised values and homestead value if
applicable for Fiscal Year 2017
A listing of all real estate parcels and business personal property
within the city of Burlington, including the owners’ addresses,
property locations, appraised values and homestead value if
applicable for Fiscal Year 2016
A listing of individual assessors associated with each property
listed for Fiscal Year 2017
A listing of individual assessors associated with each property
listed for Fiscal Year 2016

(6) I would ask that any fees associated with this request be waived, as I
believe this information is of public interest and will contribute
significantly to the public’s understanding of how assessments work in
this city. Also, as I am a student journalist requesting this for a news-
gathering purpose, I lack significant financial backing if the fees are
prohibitive. If there are any fees associated with this request, please
inform me if the cost will exceed $25.

This information is not being sought for commercial purposes.

(7) The law requires a response to this request within two days, or
within 10 days for extraordinary circumstances. If you expect a
significant delay in fulfilling this request, please contact me to notify
me as to when my request might be fulfilled.

(8) If you deny any or all of this request, please cite each specific
exemption you feel justifies your denial and notify me as to the appeal
process available to me under the law.
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Sincerely,

(9) Zoe R. Filak

802-867-5309

When You Hear Back on Your Request
Once you make your request for the records, how long it will take for
people to get back to you and what you will receive will vary based on the
laws of your state. If you make an oral request, the record keeper can
accept or reject the request the same way. This is why using a formal,
documented approach is a better way to go, as you can compel the official
to write out exactly what was wrong with your request and under which
part of the law the record keeper used to reject it.

When you get the formal response, it has to tell you if your request was
approved or rejected. If approved, it has to explain how you can get access
to the documents, presuming they weren’t sent along with the response,
and any costs associated with the request. If rejected, the response has to
explain why your request was rejected, citing specific state statutes. Many
states will also require the record keeper to tell you what step you can take
next if you want to appeal the decision.

In the Vermont example, the state statute lists a two-day turnaround for
record keepers from the time they receive the request to their written
response. The response must include a brief statement of why the request
was denied and “include the asserted statutory basis for denial and a brief
statement of the reasons and supporting facts for denial.” It must also
explain that you have the right to appeal this decision to the head of the
agency.6
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Appendix D Step-by-Step Editing
Processes for Avid, Final Cut and
Premier (Special thanks to Joe Dennis,
Kyle Miller and Justine Stokes for their
generosity.)

Avid Media Composer 8 User Guide
(Courtesy of Justine Stokes)

Creating a New Avid Project
1. Open Avid Media Composer.
2. Set the folder structure to the correct local or external drive. Create a

folder called “Avid Projects.”
3. Set the project to match the settings of the footage you will be

working with.
4. With the project you just created highlighted select “OK”.
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Setting Up Media Creation Settings
1. Every time you open an AVID project, you must check the media

creation settings. These settings establish the file structures where
various files created by AVID are stored.

2. Select Media Creation under the settings tab.
3. In the dialog box, select the Capture tab. Set the Video Drive and

Audio Drive to the drive you are working in. (Never save to any other
locations.) Select Apply to All. This will set the drive to each of the
settings in Media Creation.
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Connecting Footage Using Link to Media
1. To connect footage from media cards.

a. Highlight project bin. Select File → Link to Media. Select folder
containing card footage. A bin will be created showing the
media in the folder. You have not imported footage at this
point, you are only referencing the footage.

Avid Editing Basics

Making a Sequence

1. Make sure you organize your folders in the main bin window prior to
editing. A nice basic bin setup will consist of bins labeled footage,
sound fx, music, and sequences.

2. Press and hold COMMAND + SHIFT + N to create a new sequence.
a. Make sure your sequence is stored in the bin you want. AVID

may automatically place this new sequence in whatever bin you
have selected, so be sure to move the sequence into your
sequences bin.
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Adding a Clip to a Sequence

1. Double-click on a clip in your footage bin. This will load it into the
preview monitor. From here you can scroll through the preview
monitor and select the “in” and “out” points you want to start your
sequence with.

a. Press the “I” key to set an in point. Press the “O” key to set an
out point.

b. Press “G” to clear the in and out points.
2. Press the “V” key to splice in your clip that you set the in and out

points on.
a. Splicing a clip in before another clip will push that other clip

over without deleting any of it.
b. Press the “B” key to overwrite a clip in that you set the in and

out points on. Overwriting a clip in before another clip will
cause any part of the overlapping second clip to be deleted.
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Toolbars/Trimming a Clip

Important Note: If you have certain clips you do or do not want to trim,
be sure to highlight or un-highlight them in the track area located to the
left of the sequence.
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1. To work with the clips you need to learn to use the toolbar to the left
containing the colored arrows. Note, the icon on top of the menu links
video with audio clips. If you wish, click it, and this will allow you to
only select an audio or video track independent from what audio or
video it was originally paired up with.

a. Red Arrow Icon — Segment mode (Lift/Overwrite)
i. SHIFT + “A”

ii. This will allow you to select clips and OVERWRITE other
clips. You can drag the clip and move it where you want,
but it will delete parts of another clip if you drag the clip on
top of another.

b. Yellow Arrow Icon — Segment Mode (Extract / Splice)
i. SHIFT + “S”

ii. This will allow you to select clips and PUSH them into
other clips. This will shift any other surrounding clip to the
sides.

c. Red Bars Icon — Overwrite Trim
i. SHIFT + “D”

ii. This will allow you to trim one side of a clip, which will
ONLY DELETE parts of whatever clip you have selected
for trimming.

d. Yellow Bars Icon — Ripple Trim
i. SHIFT + “F”

ii. This will allow you to trim one side of a clip, which will
either DELETE OR EXTEND whatever clip you have
selected. When you use this tool, the media after the trim
you do will MOVE/ADJUST to the point of the actual trim.

2. The second way to trim involves pressing the “U” key.
a. METHOD 1 with “U” key — Drag your blue timeline indicator

to a clip edge in the sequence you want to trim. Press the “U”
key. There should now be a purple line in between your clips.
This is known as the double roller trim feature. You can then
manually drag the purple line with your mouse to where you
want the trim to be.

b. METHOD 2 with “U” key — Select the Red Arrow Toolbar
Icon and click the clip you wish to trim. Hit the “U” key and you
should have double rollers on either side of the clip.

c. METHOD 3 with “U” key — Press your mouse button down in
the gray area above your sequence. Click and drag to an area in
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the timeline for what clips you want to trim. Release the mouse
when you have your desired area and the purple line should
appear on the selected clips.

How to Add Audio and Video Tracks
To add an additional video track, press COMMAND + “Y”. To add an
additional audio track, press COMMAND + “U”.

How to Make Dissolves
Drag your blue timeline bar in between two clips where you wish to make
a dissolve. You may also choose to select a clip area via one of the
previously listed methods, such as clicking and dragging an area to get the
purple trim tool. Next, navigate to the upper toolbar and select the “Quick
Transition” icon.

Here you can set the duration of the dissolve by changing the amount of
frames (a higher numbers results in more frame, which creates a longer
dissolve).
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Click “Add”, not “Add to Render”.

Important Note: In the dissolve window, be sure to only have the video
or audio tracks selected to which you want the dissolve applied.

Once the Dissolve is in your sequence or clip, you also have the ability to
manually adjust its length. Select the Transition Manipulation tool from
the left toolbar menu. Move your cursor over the dissolve to now change
its position. You can also click on the small black circles to adjust the
dissolves length.

Audio Work
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How to Adjust Audio Levels

Navigate to the lower left-hand corner in the timeline window and click
the fast menu icon.

Select Audio > Volume. You may also select waveform, which will
display the audio waveform information in the timeline.

Navigate to a clip you wish to adjust audio on with the blue timeline
indicator and press the apostrophe key (’). This will set a keyframe in the
audio that you can adjust manually.

Important Note: You will need your audio tracks highlighted to create
keyframes. Make sure no other audio tracks are highlights or other
keyframes will be created in those audio clips as well.

Move your cursor over the black dot, and a hand should appear. You can
now move your keyframe up and down to adjust its audio level. To move
the keyframe right or left, hold down the OPTION key, click the keyframe,
and drag left or right.
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If you make your audio clip bigger for a wider range of sound levels, hold
down COMMAND + “L”. Press this multiple times to make the track
bigger. To make the track smaller hold down COMMAND + “K”.

Effects
Navigate to the upper menu and select Tools > Effect Editor.

This will open up an effect bin. Select your desired effect and drag it onto
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the desired clip.

This will only add the effect as a preview form. Select the Render Effect
button from the upper toolbar to render any effects.

Adding Text
To add text select Clip → New Title. You can choose to edit your title
either in Marquee or Title Tool. (Marquee is a little beefier.)

After you make your title, save it into a bin. You can then add it to a
timeline just like you can a piece of video.

Additional Shortcuts
1. Press and hold COMMAND while dragging with your mouse. This

will act as a magnetic time bar, and your timeline blue bar will “link”
to the edges of clips instead of having to zoom in to find the edge.

2. Use the “Add Edit” icon to cut a clip already in your sequence if you
want to trim the clip in a certain part.
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Preparing for Export

1. From the dialog box check the “Format” tab. Make sure it is at the
correct settings for the project.

2. Check the video quality menu at the bottom of the sequence. A green
and/or yellow box represents the menu. Make sure it is set to full
quality (green).

3. Make sure you have no offline media. Clips in your timeline will
appear RED if offline.

4. Optional step: If you have a mix of high-definition and standard-
definition materials, you will need to transcode at this point to the
same media type (MXF). This will rarely occur.

5. Create mixdowns. At this point you will create a video and audio
mixdown. This process will render all effects and take all your clips
and make one media file.

a. Video Mixdown: Mark in and out points at the beginning and
end of your sequence. Make sure you have selected all the video
tracks you want included in the mixdown. Go to Special > Video
Mixdown. You select your Target Bin, your Target Drive and
your Target Resolution and click OK. The new sequence will
appear in your bin.

b. Audio Mixdown: Again mark in and out points for your
sequence, and select the tracks you want included in the
mixdown. Go to Special > Create Audio Mixdown. Select the
stereo button and set the Target Stereo Track to the next
available Track Number. Select save premix so a copy of your
original tracks is saved. Click OK.
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6. Create a new sequence from a mixdown. After you created the audio
mixdown, it should have appeared on your timeline.

a. Delete all other audio and video tracks, leaving only the audio
mixdown. (Deselecting the track you want to KEEP and hitting
the yellow extract button can do this.)

b. Bring up the video mixdown in your source monitor and add it to
your timeline. Tip: Hit home on the sequence to make sure your
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edit point is at 00:00:00.
c. Play back and make sure the audio and video match.

Export
1. Make sure you have cleared any In/Out points on your timeline. If

you only want to export a portion of your timeline set the in and out
points.

2. From your bin, right-click on the sequence you wish to export. Select
export and choose your setting.

3. Select the location you wish to save the file. This should be in one of
two locations:

a. Managed Space (either individual or group/class)
b. External Drive

Rename the file as instructed for the project. Hit OK.
4. Once you have exported the file, make sure you playback the file in

QuickTime in case there are issues.

Closing AVID
1. Closing a Project: Close all the bins. This will bring you back to

Select Project.
2. Closing AVID: From Select Project, select Quit. From an open

project, Avid Media Composer > Quit Avid Media Composer >
Leave.

Final Cut Pro Guide
(Courtesy of Kyle Miller)

While you’re working on stories, Final Cut Pro (FCP) saves automatically.
But it’s how you save your library, event and project that’s key!

Libraries, Events and Projects
Library: Make sure your library is saved to an external storage
device! If not, FCP won’t know where to look for your files.
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To begin: Go to File-New Library-Save to your storage device.
If saved: Double-click your library in your storage device. It
will then open in FCP.
To double-check this:

❖ In “library properties” in the inspector (top right of
screen in FCP), it should list your library name and
underneath have your storage device as the location.

“Media” and “Cache” should default to your library (listed
underneath).
Delete the “untitled” library underneath so files and events don’t
get mixed. (Right-click “untitled,” then “close library untitled”.)

Event: Your event is where you upload all of your footage from your
story. Have a folder in your storage device with your footage and in
that folder, separate as much as you can into b-roll, audio, interviews,
and so on.

In FCP: File-New-Event.
❖ Label your event either your topic or “video story,”
something that you’ll know what it is.
❖ Make sure the event saves back into your library!

To import your files: File-Import-Media.
❖ Click the folder with all your footage
❖ Make sure all the files are saved/added to your event!

Project: Once your library and event are created, the “project” is the
timeline where you’ll piece together all of your footage for your
story.

In FCP: File-New-Project.
❖ Label your project as “final story,” or something that
you’ll know what it is. Your label will appear in the top left
corner of your timeline just underneath the “keyword” icon.
❖ Make sure your project saves back into your event!

Editing
Editing in FCP gets easier with practice. Here are some tips:

Adding Keywords
Adding keywords takes some time in the short term, but in the
long term, it will really help you piece together your story. That
way, you won’t have to waste time hunting around for your files.
I’d suggest having keywords for narration, b-roll, interviews,
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audio and video.
To use keywords, select the key icon (it will turn blue), then
select your video files and type in keywords to give additional
labels to your footage. This will create folders in your event for
those keywords and move the footage in there.

Selecting Files
When you click on a video file in FCP, it will outline in a yellow
box.
If you want the entire clip: Drag it to your timeline.
If just a portion of clip: Use the in and out points. If your
timing is off when you hit the I/O keys, on the edges of the box,
you can adjust its width, that is, how long you want the clip to
be. You’ll see the seconds adjust when you’re dragging the clip.
Drag the yellow box left or right as necessary, then move the
clip to timeline.

Tools
Select: The default tool. In this, when you drag clips to the
timeline, they’ll click together in chronological order.
Position: Use this if you want a clip at a specific time or need to
move a clip back and forth, add a clip at a specific time, and so
forth. Using this does create black space, so make sure that’s
deleted (it’s a black box that you can highlight like a clip, but
there’s nothing there).
Blade: Use this to cut a clip at a certain point. Remember to go
back to other tools once finished with the Blade, as you don’t
want to keep cutting your clips!

In Timeline
B-roll clips in timeline should be five to seven seconds long.
Shorter, and we can’t see enough of the clip to understand
why it’s there. Too long and it gets repetitive.
Insert your narration and interviews first. Then, place b-roll on
top of the narration and interviews: a connected clip.
Whatever the clip is on top is the clip that we will see. . .we
don’t see anything underneath (exception is lower thirds).
Overall, avoid:

❖ Choppy edits of audio.
❖ NO BLACK SPACE! Have b-roll over all narration and
interviews. There should be clean edits of all video
transitions in your story. Even the shortest black space is
noticeable.
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❖ You will have to zoom in close to see this.
❖ If using images, make sure there’s no video underneath
and that they’re clear and in focus. If using images not your
own, get permission from the user, and indicate that on
screen with a caption.

Specific Editing Techniques
Lower Thirds

❖ Use lower thirds for all interviews. It is the “Titles” tab
(T) on the toolbar.

❑ Use “Basic Lower Third.” Include person’s name
and relevant title, giving us visual information for
story.

❖ Lower third should appear for three to four seconds the
first time we see the interviewee talking. It should not
appear over b-roll.

B-Roll, Narration and Interviews
❖ Your interviewee should appear on screen. But we
shouldn’t see them in the entire clip. Have them appear for
four to five seconds, then cut to b-roll footage.
❖ Whether you use narration or just interviews depends on
what you think best tells the story; if you’re unsure, I’d
suggest narration. You don’t need to be on camera at all.
Just record narration with audio recorder.

❑ Local news stations are great for seeing how
narration is used in a packaged video story.

❖ If using narration: Have a lead-in to your interview. It
shouldn’t be very detailed—you don’t want to say so much
that the interview is pointless—but should serve as an
introduction to an interview in your story. For example:

❑ “Kyle Miller, a multimedia instructor at the
University of Iowa, talks about how changes in media
technology affect broadcast quality.”
❑ The general format: Narration-Interview-
Narration-Interview-Narration . . .

❖ If using interviews: Use the best pieces of your
interview to tell the story and make sure your transitions are
strong.

Audio Quality
❖ B-Roll Volume: You’ll want b-roll volume for natural
sound where it fits best in the story. For other clips, lots of
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b-roll sound will distract from the interview and/or
narration.

❑ On clips with audio, you’ll see a volume bar. Drag
the volume bar down to mute the audio:

❖ Synchronizing Clips: If you are recording audio
separately from the camera, you can then synchronize the
clips in FCP.

❑ Edit this audio in Audacity or Audition, if need be.
❑ Select your audio that goes with clip.
❑ Hold “COMMAND,” and select the audio file and
corresponding video clip.
❑ Right click and select “Synchronize Clips.”

It will save it into your event at the top. Drag this clip to your
timeline.

❖ Interviews: Sometimes audio may only record in one
channel (generally, whatever input you plugged a
microphone cord into). To make sure we hear it in both
channels:

❑ Select your interview clip.
❑ In Inspector: click the “Audio” tab (top center of
the inspector), and click “show” in Channel
Configuration.
❑ Instead of Stereo, click the dropdown menu to
“Dual Mono.”

471



Exporting Video and Embedding on WordPress
When you’re done with your project and need to export, you need to
export to YouTube. Make sure you have an account (if you have a Gmail
account, it’s included).

There are two ways to export your video:
Share → YouTube

❖ Login to YouTube. In settings change video to “public.”
❖ Then, export it.
❖ Watch the timer at the center to see when it uploads.
You can’t embed it until it gets to 100 percent, and this
takes time!

If direct to YouTube doesn’t work, follow these alternate steps:
❖ Share → Apple Devices 1080p
❖ Click the “Settings tab” and in the “When Done” option,
change from “Add to playlist” to “Do Nothing.”
❖ Click “Next” and save to your external storage device.
Click “Save.”
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❖ It will take a while to export. When done, log into
YouTube and upload the file (make sure it’s “public” not
private).

To embed in WordPress
When you’re logged into YouTube, underneath your video
you’ll see a “Share” option. There will be a link that looks
similar to this: http://youtu.be/YOyHlfYDCqA.
Copy this link and paste into a post. Don’t just copy/paste
the website URL.

Making a Video Using Premiere
(Courtesy of Dr. Joe Dennis, Piedmont College)

1. Open Premiere.
a. Select “new project” and create name for project.
b. Make sure “default scale to frame size” is selected under

Premiere => Preferences => General
c. Make sure Workspace is set to editing (Window =>

Workspaces).
2. Import all video (interviews and b-roll).
3. Edit your interview.

a. Double click interview clip in workspace to place it in the
preview screen. Press space bar to listen to your interview.

i. Select your in point by pressing “I”.
ii. Select your out point by pressing “O”.

iii. Drag selection to the program screen.
b. Continue editing interview by following steps above.

4. Insert b-roll.
a. Double click b-roll clip in workspace to place it in the preview

screen.
b. Select in point and out point (see above).
c. Drag selection to the timeline in empty track above the interview

piece. To drag only the video, select the “drag video only”
button at the bottom of the preview screen and drag from there.

d. NOTE: The b-roll should be placed over all “jump cuts” in the
interview. Also, punctuation is a good place to drag b-roll.

5. Insert lower third slide on the first slide.
a. Make sure scrubber is on the first slide.
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b. Select Title => New Title => Default Still.
i. Select “T” tool and type in name, title of subject.
ii. Adjust font, size, color in right-hand pane.

iii. Select arrow tool and move title to desired location.
6. Insert ending credit slide after last slide.

a. Make sure scrubber is after the last slide (on black).
b. Select Title => New Title => Default Still.

i. Select “T” tool and type in © (option-G), the year and your
name and email address.

ii. Adjust font, size, color in right-hand pane.
iii. Select arrow tool and move title to desired location.

7. Insert video transitions.
a. Open “Effects” tab in workspace (you may have to click on the

double arrow in the upper right hand corner to find the Effects
tab).

b. Go to Video Transitions => Dissolve => Cross Dissolve.
c. Drag Cross Dissolve to desired location in timeline. Place it

directly on top of desired dissolve location.
d. Drag Dip to Black on top of ending credit slide.

8. Save file, then export as QuickTime.
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Glossary

180-degree rule:
An approach to capturing and editing video that keeps all action on
one side of a 180-degree axis to avoid “jump cuts” and disorienting
video.

5W’s and 1H:
The staple crop of an inverted-pyramid lead: the “who,” “what,”
“when,” “why,” “where” and “how” of the story a writer wishes to
tell.

Abbreviation:
A series of letters created through an abbreviation of a word that is
pronounced letter by letter. IRS and CIA are examples of this. In
broadcast, letters within an abbreviation must be separated with
hyphens for proper pronunciation: I-R-S and C-I-A.

Absolute privilege:
A legal standard that allows officials to make statements in their
official roles without fear of libel.

Accuracy:
A journalistic standard that requires content to be correct.

Acronym:
A series of letters created through an abbreviation of a word that is
pronounced as a single term. NATO and AIDS are examples of this.

Active media:
A form of content or a media platform in which the user must interact
with the material to gain information. A website would be an example
of active media.

Active voice:
A form of sentence structure that places the subject in a position
where it is performing the action in the verb. The noun-verb-object
structure denotes active voice: “Bill hit the ball.”
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Actual malice:
A standard of fault in libel cases that requires the plaintiff to show
that the publisher of the content acted with a reckless disregard for the
truth. This is the standard used for public figures in libel suits, and it
is more difficult to prove than negligence.

Agenda:
A formal document listing the topics slated for discussion or approval
at a meeting. Public agencies must make these available to reporters
and other interested citizens in advance of the event.

Ambient sound:
Also called natural sound, ambient sound is the auditory elements
captured as part of a broadcast story that occur naturally on location.
Water rushing along a raging river and chickens clucking at a farm
are examples of ambient sound.

Amphicar:
A 1960s vehicle that doubled as both a car and a boat.

Analytics:
A term describing how media outlets examine their audience
members in terms of the content viewed, the amount of time spent on
the site and the routes the readers took to arrive at the site. This
allows for the systematic assessment of a digital audience.

Attribution:
Information included with a quote to help readers understand the
source of the content.

Audience centricity:
An approach to journalism that focuses on the interests and needs of
the audience while conveying content to readers and viewers.
Journalists who apply this standard ask, “What do people want to
know, and how would they prefer to learn it?”

Autofocus:
A technique used to sharpen a frame for a still image or video shot
that relies on the camera to create a specific focal point. This
technique can be problematic in video shooting, as the camera may
not select the proper element in the frame to sharpen or it may
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repeatedly attempt to focus during your shoot, thus creating awkward
video.

Beat reporting:
A news-gathering approach in which journalists cover areas of
specific news.

Bill of Rights:
The first 10 amendments to the U.S. Constitution.

Blog:
A shortened version of “web log.” It refers to a storytelling approach
that uses short posts and bits of information logged on a website in
reverse chronological order.

Boom microphone:
A large audio-gathering device that attaches to a large pole and is
used to gather sound from a distance.

Breaking news:
An event that takes place without prior notice and requires
journalistic coverage. Fires, robberies and shootings fit into this
category.

Bridge:
The second paragraph of an expanded inverted-pyramid story that
helps move readers from the lead into the body of the story.

Broadcast lead:
The introductory sentence in a broadcast story that works like a
headline in text-based journalism to draw the attention of the
audience members.

B-roll:
Video used to provide images that showcase what the reporter is
saying in the script.

Built-in microphone:
An audio-gathering tool that is integrated into a digital audio or video
device.
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Caption:
Also known as a cutline, this text accompanies a still image to explain
what is happening within the photo as well as some context to explain
why the image has storytelling value.

Categorical imperative:
An ethical standard that requires individuals to determine right and
wrong before acting and then accept those standards in others as well.

Child Online Protection Act:
A federal law passed in 1998 that attempted to restrict online access
by minors to material seen as harmful. The law was struck down over
time, with a final defeat occurring in 2009.

Chronological approach:
The telling of a story in the order in which the events of the story
occurred. This is in opposition to the inverted pyramid, in which
content is arranged in descending order of importance.

Closed-ended question:
An inquiry meant to induce a simple, nonelaborative answer. “Did
you win the game?” is an example of a closed-ended question.

Close-up shot:
Also known as a detail shot, this video approach zooms in on a small
bit of action. It is useful for otherwise undetectable action, such as
fingers typing on a keyboard or a doctor stitching up a wound.

Communications Decency Act of 1996:
A piece of U.S. legislation passed in 1996 in an initial attempt to
regulate pornography online. Section 230 of this act provides the
owners of websites with legal protection against libelous comments
posted there by people who don’t work for the sites, such as
commenters.

Compensatory damages:
Real losses an individual can demonstrate during a libel case while
seeking financial restitution. If a libelous statement led to someone
being fired, that person can show a financial loss of salary and
benefits, thus demonstrating actual damages.
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Conceptual beat:
An area of news coverage based on more ethereal concepts, such as
multiculturalism or data-driven journalism.

Conflict:
One of the five key interest elements. This element emphasizes
situations in which two or more people or groups are competing for a
mutually exclusive goal.

Conflict of interest:
A situation in which an individual has competing and incompatible
interests.

Critical thinking:
As defined by the Foundation for Critical Thinking, this is an
approach to analyzing and evaluating an individual’s thought process
with a view toward improving it.

Crop:
An editing approach that removes extraneous material from the outer
edges of a still image or video frame. This allows the key element of
the shot to become more prominent.

Cut:
A sharp transition from one shot to the next shot in video.

Cutline:
See caption.

Data journalism:
An approach to reporting in which statistical analyses provide the
underlying value of the story the journalist wants to tell.

Dead art:
A negative term used to describe photos that lack people, action or
interaction. A photograph of a storefront or a plot of land would be an
example of dead art.

Demographics:
Measurable aspects of a group you hope to reach. Demographics
commonly include age, gender, race, education and relationship
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status.

Demolisticles:
A term coined by journalist Chadwick Matlin to describe postings
that target people based on specific areas of interest, such as growing
up in a certain area or being part of a particular group.

Digital single-lens reflex:
Also known as a DSLR, this form of high-end camera uses a mirror-
based system and an optical viewfinder to capture still images on a
digital medium as opposed to film.

Direct quotes:
Information taken from a source in a word-for-word fashion, placed
between quotation marks and attributed to that source.

Drone journalism:
The use of an unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV) to collect video and/or
audio.

Ethics:
Guiding principles that shape the actions of individuals as part of a
social contract.

Event lead:
A lead format used to highlight important aspects of a meeting, a
speech, a news conference or another gathering. These should
highlight the action of the event (the board voted to do X), as opposed
to the existence of the event (the board held a meeting).

Fade:
A transition technique in video editing in which one shot replaces the
other by dissipating while the other shot emerges from behind. This
form of transition is rarely appropriate for news coverage.

Fairness:
A journalistic standard that requires reporters to provide equal
standing to sources and ideas within a story as opposed to favoring
one side or one individual over the others.

Fake news:
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A term that emerged in the mid-2010s to describe content that is
purposefully false in hopes of drawing audience members through
partisan ideology or shocking headlines. It is also used to describe
content that individuals dislike in an attempt to discredit the material.

False light:
The publication of material in such a way as to inaccurately depict an
individual, thus causing harm to that person.

Fame:
One of the five key interest elements. This element emphasizes the
overall importance of the individual involved in the content. Subjects
who fit into this interest area can be important over an extended
period of time or be living out their “15 minutes of fame.”

First Amendment:
The first of 10 amendments outlined in the Bill of Rights. It
guarantees freedom of speech, freedom of the press, freedom to
peaceably assemble, freedom to petition the government for redress
of grievances and freedom of religion.

Flow:
The smoothness of movement among elements of a story or through
questions within an interview.

FOCII:
A memory device helpful in remembering the five interest elements:
fame, oddity, conflict, immediacy and impact.

Fourth Estate:
A term used to refer to journalists.

Frame:
An action that places the subject of the shot into the viewfinder of the
camera. It can also refer to the material that you selected in the
viewfinder for capturing. If you frame your shot well, the subject will
look natural in the image. If you don’t, the source can look tiny or
squished in the shot.

Freedom of Information Act:
A federal law that provides access to documents and information
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crafted by public officials. States have similar laws known as “open-
records laws” or “sunshine laws” that provide access to these types of
items on a more local level. The act is intended to keep public
officials honest and provide transparency in governmental dealings.

Gamer:
A synonym for a game story.

Geographic beat:
An area of news coverage based on a specific region of a state or city.

Geographic information:
An audience characteristic media practitioners rely on to target
audience members based on the audience’s physical location.

Golden mean:
An ethical standard that attempts to find the most good for all people
involved in an ethical dilemma.

Hashtag:
A social media tool that allows users to include a pound sign (#) at
the front of a term to identify content on a given topic. Users can then
choose to follow the hashtag to remain informed on that issue.

Hit-and-run journalism:
A reporting approach in which journalists cover stories but fail to
follow up on them.

Hyperbole:
A statement that is so ridiculously overblown that it could not be
reasonably believable.

Hyperpartisan:
An extreme form of bias toward one’s own viewpoint.

Immediacy:
One of the five key interest elements. This element emphasizes the
timely nature of content, with the newest information being seen as
the most important.

Impact:
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One of the five key interest elements. This element emphasizes the
degree to which the information will affect the audience members. It
can be measured quantitatively and qualitatively.

Indirect quotes:
Information taken from a source and boiled down into basic
information and attributed to that source. This form of quoting is also
known as paraphrase.

Infotainment:
A form of media that provides entertaining content in the guise of
information dissemination. Comedy shows that provide news content
or viral videos meant to amuse people fall into this category.

Interest elements:
Informational aspects of content that are used to draw audience
members to content.

Interesting-action lead:
A form of summary lead in which the author relies on the value of the
“what” to draw readers into the story. These are used when oddity,
conflict or impact is a key interest element in a piece of copy.

Invasion of privacy:
The violation of a person’s right to be left alone.

Inverted pyramid:
A format of journalistic writing in which information is provided in
descending order of importance. The higher a fact is in the copy, the
more valuable the writer thinks it is.

Jump cut:
A problematic transition between two shots often caused by a failure
to vary the shots properly or breaking the 180-degree rule.

Kabob format:
An approach to narrative writing that uses an anecdote or narrative
thread to establish the point of the story, transitions into a nut graph
and then provides several chunks of content that are segmented
categorically.
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Lavalier microphone:
A small and unobtrusive audio-gathering device that clips onto the
clothing of an interview subject.

Lead:
Occasionally spelled “lede,” this is the first sentence in an inverted-
pyramid piece of copy. It traditionally outlines the most important
facts of the overall piece in 25 to 35 words.

Libel:
A false published statement that damages a person’s reputation.

Limited-purpose public figures:
People who aren’t as famous as politicians or celebrities but have
become known in relation to a specific topic or issue.

Lite-brite:
A story that lacks consequence or value but amuses and entertains
readers.

Loaded question:
An inquiry that includes a faulty presumption or intends to trap a
source into answering in an unfair way. “Senator, have you stopped
beating your wife yet?” is an example of a loaded question because it
doesn’t offer the source a chance to proclaim innocence. “Yes” means
that the senator had beaten his wife but has since stopped. “No”
means that the beatings continue at the senator’s house.

Localization:
A story format in which a reporter covers a broader issue from a local
angle. A story that explores how the Affordable Care Act will affect
doctors within a newspaper’s audience is an example of this form of
story.

Long shot:
Also called a wide shot, this type of video approach is used to
showcase a lot of action within a frame to provide the viewers with a
sense of place or activity.

Look room:
The space in a framed shot that prevents the subject from staring
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directly into the outside edge of the shot. The look room should be
present in the direction that the subject is looking or moving.

Manual focus:
A technique used to sharpen a frame for a still image or video shot
that relies on the shooter to adjust the focal point.

“Many people” lead:
A lead that conveys the assumed mood of a larger group to transpose
it against reality. This lead is risky because it provides an
overgeneralization with regard to how people think or act without
supporting it with facts or research.

Many-to-many model:
The digital media approach in which content is shared socially among
many publishers and consumed by many readers. In this approach,
people can be both senders and receivers of content.

Media diet:
The platforms and outlets that make up the information individuals
consume on a daily basis.

Medium shot:
A video approach that provides a smaller slice of a larger event. It is
used to capture interaction between two people, the actions of a single
individual or a soundbite. It is the most useful and often-used shot in
broadcast.

Microblogging:
A broader term for services like Twitter that allow for users to tell
stories in short bursts to a social media audience.

Mini-jack port:
A connecting option for input or output on a video camera.

Minutes:
A formal record of statements, activities and votes that occurred
during a meeting.

Mug shot:
A photograph of an individual from the middle of the chest to the top
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of the head.

Name-recognition lead:
A form of summary lead in which the author relies on the importance
of the “who” to draw readers into the content. These are used when
fame is a key interest element in a piece of copy.

Narrative thread:
An individual or element within a story that serves as an exemplar to
tie multiple elements of the article together.

Narrative writing:
An approach to journalism that mimics traditional storytelling as
opposed to relying on an inverted-pyramid approach. It involves
scene-setting, description and less rigid structure.

Natural sound:
See ambient sound.

Negligence:
A standard of fault in libel cases that requires the plaintiff to show
only that the publisher of the content did not make reasonable efforts
to prevent the libelous activity. This is a standard used for private
individuals in libel suits, and it is easier to prove than actual malice.

News conferences:
Also called press conferences, these events allow a group or an
organization to gather journalists at a single point in time.

News feature:
A story format that has elements of interest for readers but lacks hard-
news aspects. Coverage of a parade or a business opening would
qualify as this kind of story.

Niche:
A small, specialized area of information on which a media outlet
might provide coverage.

Nonlinear storytelling:
A web-based approach to content provision that creates self-contained
blocks of content that can be consumed in any way the audience
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desires. This is in opposition to traditional storytelling, in which
journalists determine a specific and linear path that readers must
follow to consume the content.

Nut graph:
Occasionally spelled “nut graf,” this chunk of information sits
directly between the anecdotal opening of a narrative story and the
remainder of the body. Its purpose is to tell the readers what the story
will explain and why the story matters to them.

Obituary:
A profile story written about a person who has died.

Objectivity:
A journalistic standard that requires news writers to avoid taking
sides or infusing their opinions into stories.

Oddity:
One of the five key interest elements. This element emphasizes rare
feats, strange occurrences and “news of the weird.”

Off the record:
An agreement between a source and a journalist to conduct an
interview in which the source will not be identified within the story.

Official source:
A person who provides information to journalists as an authoritative
representative of a larger group or organization, such as a police
officer speaking on behalf of law enforcement.

One-party consent:
A standard for recording conversations that requires only one of the
people involved in the conversation to be aware of the recording in
order for it to be legal.

One-to-many model:
The traditional mass media approach in which one source provided
content to a large audience in a one-way conduit of information.
Newspapers and broadcast news reports are examples of this model.

Open-ended question:
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An inquiry meant to induce an elaborative answer. Interviewers often
use “how” or “why” as part of the question to draw more information
from a source. “How did you get the bill passed?” is an example of an
open-ended question.

Pace:
The speed at which a reader can move through a story based on how
it is structured. This speed is also influenced by the use of
punctuation and the length of sentences in the piece.

Package:
A traditional news-story format in broadcast television. Reporters
create these stories in advance of the newscast, and they include the
voice track of the reporter, video that matches the script, two or more
soundbites and a sign-off. These last between 1:30 and 2 minutes.

Pageview:
A visit by one reader to a particular page on a website.

Pan:
When a videographer moves a camera from side to side or up and
down while recording.

Paraphrase:
See indirect quote.

Partial quotes:
A mix of direct and indirect quoting in which a fragment of
information is taken directly from a source and placed between
quotation marks, with the rest of the information surrounding it
written in paraphrase. This form of quoting is used to place emphasis
on a key element of a statement a source made.

Passive medium:
A form of content or a media platform in which the user is not
required to interact with the material to gain information. Television
is a form of passive media.

Passive voice:
A form of sentence structure that places the subject of the sentence in
a position in which it is receiving the action of the verb: “The ball
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was hit by Bill.”

Personality profile:
A feature story that explores the life of an individual through in-depth
reporting and observation.

Person-on-the-street interview:
A type of interview a journalist conducts to get the perspective of
“real people” for inclusion in a news story.

Pie chart:
A type of graphic that shows the data components that create a larger
whole.

Platform:
A media format used to deliver content including, but not limited to,
print, broadcast and online dissemination.

Post:
A bit of information placed on a blog or social networking site.

Press release:
A form of public relations material that is issued to the media to give
them information on a specific topic.

Principle of utility:
An ethical standard that attempts to create the largest overall benefit
through the minimization of harm or the maximizing of gain,
regardless of the impact on specific individuals involved in the
dilemma.

Pronouncer:
A phonetic explanation included in a broadcast script to help reporters
and anchors say a word properly.

Pseudo-event:
A term coined by historian Daniel Boorstin to describe an event or
activity arranged for the sole purpose of drawing public attention and
media coverage.

Psychographic information:
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A set of characteristics audience members hold, including but not
limited to personality traits, values, interests and attitudes.

Public figures:
People frequently in the public eye, such as politicians and celebrities.
People included in this category must demonstrate actual malice in
order to win a libel suit.

Punitive damages:
Financial penalties a court assesses to a libel defendant to punish the
person or organization for acting irresponsibly.

Qualified privilege:
A legal standard that allows journalists to quote officials acting in
their official capacity without fear of libel.

Question lead:
A lead that asks the readers something instead of making a
declarative statement. These leads are risky because they presuppose
that the reader and the writer views the topic in a similar fashion.

Quote lead:
A lead that uses a famous quotation or a bit of text taken directly from
a story source to begin a piece of copy. These leads are often
confusing or rely on cliché.

Raw video:
Unedited content provided to the audience exactly as it was shot.

Reader:
The simplest type of broadcast story. It has an anchor or reporter
reading a script while on air. These last 10 to 20 seconds each.

Real people:
Individuals who lack an official role but are affected by newsworthy
events, such as a citizen protesting a court decision or a citizen whose
house will be demolished to make room for a freeway.

Reporter’s privilege:
A term used to describe a shield law that protects journalists from
having to reveal their sources in court.

490



Reporter’s track:
See voicing.

Rule of thirds:
A guideline for framing photographs and video shots that uses a nine-
panel grid to place subjects in an eye-pleasing portion of the frame.
The rule dictates that the main element should reside where the lines
of the grid intersect.

Said:
The preferred verb of attribution, as it is nonjudgmental.

Scene setter:
An opening approach in narrative writing that establishes the
environment for the events to come as well as the characters who will
be prominent within the story.

Script:
The text of a broadcast story used to help reporters narrate a story. It
also will include references to the use of video when applicable.

Secondary sources:
Individuals that a journalist interviews to provide outside perspectives
on the subject of a personality profile. For example, a coach would be
a secondary source for a profile of a high school track athlete.

Second-day lead:
A lead format used to update readers about an ongoing event or
process. This format promotes the immediacy interest element, as it
focuses on the newest developments on the topic.

Sedition Act:
A rule of law passed during World War I that criminalized forms of
speech and press that impugned the United States. It was repealed in
1920.

Self-determination:
An ethical standard demanding that all people be treated with respect.

Sequencing:
The ordering of video shots as part of a story.
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Session duration:
The length of time an individual spends on a particular website before
leaving.

Shield laws:
See reporter’s privilege.

Shiny-object syndrome:
A term that describes how new, shiny or fancy items easily distract
people from what they are doing, regardless of the value of those new
items. Think of a bird chasing a foil gum wrapper across a lawn for
no good reason, and you get the idea.

Short Message Service (SMS):
Also known as simple messaging service, this is another term for text
messaging, referring to the way in which users can send short digital
messages to one another via mobile devices.

Sign-off:
A portion of a broadcast story in which a reporter signals the end of a
piece by noting his or her name and the station’s call sign: “For W-X-
Y-Z, I’m Bill Smith.”

Silos:
A structural approach to teaching journalism in which students learn
how skills or tools apply only to a specific aspect of the media, such
as newspapers or broadcasting.

Smartphone:
A hand-held mobile device that has multiple digital functions, such as
the ability to record audio, shoot photos and capture video.

Smith Act:
Also known as the Alien Registration Act of 1940, this law made it
illegal to advocate the violent overthrowing of the United States
government. It was repealed in 1952.

Social media:
Digital information-sharing tools and approaches that allow people to
gain information based on their interests from a variety of sources in a
many-to-many media model.
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Soundbite:
Also known as a bite or actuality, this element of a broadcast story
allows the source to speak to the audience in his or her own words on
camera. This is the audio and video version of a direct quote in a text
story.

Stereotype:
A mental shortcut used to eliminate higher level thought processes.
This can be problematic when applied to social or interpersonal
situations.

Stick microphone:
A handheld audio-gathering device that connects to a digital audio or
video device.

Straw man:
A pejorative term used to indicate the weakness in an opposing
position an individual sets up for his or her own benefit in order to
defeat it.

Subreddit:
A specific area of a forum that is dedicated to a given topic on the
Reddit website.

Summary lead:
An inverted-pyramid-style lead that seeks to sum up the important
elements of a piece of copy. It relies heavily on the 5Ws and 1H to
determine which aspects of the piece are highlighted.

Sunshine Act:
A federal law that requires governmental bodies to be open to the
public in an attempt to create a higher level of transparency within the
government.

Sunshine Laws:
See Freedom of Information Act.

Super:
A shorthand term used to describe text that is superimposed over
video. This technique is often used to provide details about a scene or
an individual.
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Thematic beat:
An area of news coverage based on specific topics, such as education,
courts and religion.

Tracking:
See voicing.

Topeka Test:
A standard used to assess the amount and quality of the background
information placed in a story.

Transparency:
A journalistic standard that provides readers with the ability to see
where the writers got their information and how they used it. This
allows readers to form their own opinions on the matter instead of
merely trusting the journalists.

Truth:
The ultimate defense against a libel suit. Defamation must be false for
it to rise to the standard of libel.

Twibel:
A merging of the terms “Twitter” and “libel” to describe libelous acts
perpetuated on social media platforms.

Unique visitor:
A specific individual who views pages on a website during a
specified period of time.

Utilitarianism:
See principle of utility.

Veil of ignorance:
An ethical standard demanding that all people and situations be
treated equally when parsing an ethical dilemma.

Verification:
A process of checking information to solidify its veracity.

Viral:
A term used to describe content that spreads rapidly throughout the
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digital universe through social sharing.

Visit:
An instance of an individual going to a website.

Voice-over:
Also known as a VO. This form of broadcast story has a reporter or
anchor reading a script on air while video on the topic is rolling for
the audience members to see.

Voicing:
Also known as tracking, this process involves the reporter recording
the script for use as part of the package. Depending on the software,
reporters can “track” the story into an empty file and place it into the
package, or they can play the video once it is assembled and read the
script on top of the video.

VO/SOT:
Stands for voice-over/sound on tape and is a more complex version of
a VO. This form of broadcast story operates like a VO, but includes
one or more soundbites. VO/SOTs last about 35 to 40 seconds each.

Wallpaper:
A derogatory term for video that doesn’t enhance the storytelling of a
story. This is video that only provides visual elements for the sake of
having video. For example, a story on a city budget might include
images of buildings or signs that feature the city’s name.

Watchdog journalism:
A reporting approach in which journalists inform the public about
issues of importance based on the actions of public figures and
institutions. Journalists serve the public trust in this approach by
alerting citizens to illegal or unethical actions that governmental
agencies or actors undertake.

Web 2.0:
The phase of the World Wide Web in which content shifted from
static content on websites to interactive content generated by users via
social media.

Wide shot:
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See long shot.

Wipe:
A transition technique in video editing in which one shot replaces the
other in a left-to-right movement across the frame. This form of
transition is rarely appropriate for news coverage.

Word picture:
A visualization created by writing that allows readers to see what the
journalist is describing in the mind’s eye.

XLR input:
A higher end connecting option for input on a video camera.

“You” lead:
A lead format that uses the second-person point of view to address the
audience directly. Although second-person writing is more accepted
in broadcast format, text-based platforms often avoid this form of
lead, as it often comes across as presumptive.

Zoom:
A camera technique that closes in on the subject of the shot to make
that person or thing appear increasingly larger.
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audience-centric social media use and, 91
beat reporting, guidelines for, 146
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523



interview questions, potential problems with, 103
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libel suits, fact-finding efforts and, 218
obituary writing and, 109–110
on-the-record/off-the-record interviews and, 105
problematic video, identification of, 197
quote gathering, public events and, 125–126, 125 (figures)
script writing guidelines and, 165–166
secondary senses, conveying story settings and, 67
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Topeka test, 26
Twitter for reporters and, 82–83
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quasi-public environments and, 223
reasonable expectations of privacy and, 223
trespassing law and, 223
See also Libel; Media law

Inverted pyramid format, 35, 45–46, 45 (figure)
broadcast writing, changes in, 157
expansion of, 60–61, 60 (figure)
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Leamanczyk, L., 159, 162, 163
Legal considerations. See Media law
Libel, 212, 216

absolute privilege and, 219, 221
actual malice standard and, 220
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fake news, FCC reaction to, 212
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media platforms, levels of protection and, 211–212
one-party consent standard and, 216
open meetings rule and, 214
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reporter’s privilege and, 212–213
shield laws and, 213
sources, protection of, 213
sunshine rules/laws and, 213–216
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wiretapping and, 216
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Narrative thread, 64–65, 65 (figure)
Narrative writing, 63
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narrative threads, kabob format and, 64–65, 65 (figure)
nonlinear storytelling approach and, 68–71, 69 (figure)
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secondary senses, conveying story settings and, 67
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process
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News conferences, 106–107, 117, 124, 126–127
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fact checking/verification and, 149
finding stories, strategies for, 141
hit-and-run journalism and, 141
investigative/data-driven journalism and, 149
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See also Beat reporting; Personality profiles; Reporting basics;
Watchdog journalism
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First Amendment rights/protections and, 211
lead construction, 5Ws/1H and, 37, 37 (figure), 38
lead construction, circle diagram for, 38, 38 (figure)
lead problems, solutions for, 40–43

531



leads, types of, 38–40
press releases, construction of, 35–37
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what matters most question and, 35–36
See also Expanded news writing; Inverted pyramid format;
Reporting basics; Writing process
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Nixon, R. M., 152
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order/clarity, key elements of, 70
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“Notebook emptying” problem, 46
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Pace considerations, 161–162
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adaptations for web distribution and, 204
audio bites online and, 196, 198
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digital tools and, 203
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fade technique and, 203
gimmicky transitions, avoidance of, 203
graphics, use of, 203, 205
raw video, use of, 199
reporter’s track, voicing audio and, 201
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sequencing video shots and, 201–203
superimposed text and, 203
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video bites online and, 198
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wipe technique and, 203
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interviewing process for, 148, 150–152
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secondary sources, role of, 150–151
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See also Beat reporting; Reporting basics

Petersen, E., 10
Pew Research Center, 2, 75, 88
Pie charts, 203
Pinterest board, 80
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See also Newspapers
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Public figures, 220, 224, 239
Punitive damages, 220

Qualified privilege standard, 219, 221
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Questions, 27

catch-up questions and, 29
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readership self-interest question and, 46–47
self-importance, avoidance of, 29–30
what matters most question and, 35–36
See also Critical thinking; Interview process; Journalism
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See also Writing process

Radio broadcasting, 2
choice in news, historic lack of, 4
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Reporter’s track, 201
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accuracy standard and, 120–122, 131
agenda documents and, 119, 123
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contextual/extra-event circumstances, reporting on, 129–130
correspondence documents and, 119
crime story coverage and, 133–134
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improvisation/adaptation, importance of, 129
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meeting coverage and, 117, 120, 123–124
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Schierbecker, M., 89
Schilling, C., 30
Scoops, 15
Scripts, 160, 165
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active vs. passive voices and, 160–161
broadcast industry jargon and, 162
conversational tone and, 163
ear, writing for, 161, 165
flow considerations and, 162–163
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numbers/symbols and, 165–166
pace considerations and, 161–162
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voice-over script and, 167, 168 (figure), 169
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Sign-off, 164, 166
Signer, M., 213
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Simple messaging service. See Short Message Service (SMS)
60 Minutes, 4
Skype, 89
Slavin, M., 79
Smartphones, 75, 175, 179, 180, 189, 199
Smith Act of 1940, 211
Snapchat, 75, 85, 87–88
Social media, 75–76
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audience-building process, guidelines for, 76, 77
audience-centric use of, 91
authority, determining trustworthiness and, 77, 78, 80
blogging/microblogging and, 81, 83, 90–92
brand social media channels and, 80
breaking news stories and, 3, 89
computer bots, role of, 4
content-driven media choices and, 3, 4
Conversation Prism, social media use analysis and, 76
definition/description of, 76–78
developing news events and, 83
differing use patterns and, 80
Facebook Live and, 89
fake news, fighting back against, 86–87
hashtag tool and, 81, 83, 85, 89
immediacy aspect of, 79–80
information glut and, 2, 4
Instagram and, 75, 85, 87
interactive nature of, 76, 79–80
libel suits and, 217, 219
many-to-many model and, 75, 76
messaging apps and, 75
missing out, fear of, 4
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niche topics and, 81, 84
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Periscope and, 89
personal social media channels and, 80
posts on, 75
publication, definition of, 217
publishing outlet of, 76
Reddit/subreddits and, 84
research tool of, 76
rule-directed behavior and, 78, 84
sharing posts and, 80
shiny-object syndrome, shortened attention spans and, 5, 91
Short Message Service approach and, 81
Snapchat and, 75, 85, 87–88
Snapchat Discover feature and, 88
spiraling viral coverage and, 5–7
Storify and, 85
text-based tools for, 81–85
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toolbox elements for, 81–89
trolls on, 78, 79
Twitter and, 82–83
two-way communication channels and, 76
use statistics for, 75
user-generated content and, 76, 80
value of, 78, 80
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Web 2.0 and, 76, 78
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Stereotypes, 236–237, 238
Stewart, P., 76
Stick microphones, 176
Still cameras, 178, 180
Stocking, H., 20
Storify, 85
Straw man positions, 43
Subreddits, 84
Suggested practices. See Consider This feature; Helpful Hints feature;
Thoughts From a Pro feature
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Sunshine Act of 1976, 213
Sunshine laws, 152, 213–216
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Act of 1976
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Superstorm Sandy, 133
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credibility, questioning of, xi
First Amendment rights/protections and, 212
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critical thinking in journalism practice and, 28
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ethics in journalism and, 241–242
investigative/data-driven journalism and, 149
sports event coverage and, 79, 131–132, 204
television news, visual elements of, 159–160
video in storytelling and, 186–187
writing process guidelines and, 44

Time magazine, 121
Tone, 90–91, 107, 163
Topeka Test standard, 26
Tracking, 162
Transparency standard, 213–216, 241
Tripods, 189
Trolls, 78, 79
Trump, D., 106, 108, 234
Truth, 219, 232
Twibel suits, 217, 219
Twitter, 83

audience-centric focus of, 82–83
developing news events and, 83
fake news and, xi
handles on, 85
hashtag tool and, 81, 83, 85
image sharing and, 85
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journalists as private citizens and, 239
news leads/headlines and, 40
news source of, 2
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posts on, 75, 80, 82
prompts and, 81
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twibel and, 217, 219
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See also Social media
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See also Drone journalism
Urbanek, B., 186
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Vance, P., 107
Veil of ignorance, 231
Verification imperative, 149, 234, 235
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b-roll video and, 162, 171, 181
broadcast-style writing and, 157, 158
cuts in, 162
focused shots and, 189–190
180-degree rule and, 162
package format and, 162, 167
pan and, 162
planning the shoot and, 188
raw video and, 195, 199
sequencing video shots and, 190
stable shots and, 189
standups and, 158
video-based social media tools and, 85, 88–89
video blogging options and, 88
voice-over and, 167, 168 (figure)
wallpaper and, 162
See also Audio/video collection; Broadcast-style
writing/voicing; Editing audio/video material

Video cameras/accessories, 177–178
Vietnam War, 121
Viral content:

audience participation, spiraling viral coverage and, 5–7
YouTube home for, 88
See also Digital media; Internet platforms; Social media

Virginia Tech campus shooting, 109–110, 238
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Visuals. See Audio/video collection; Broadcast-style writing/voicing;
Editing audio/video material; Video
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Voice-over (VO), 162, 167, 168 (figure), 169
Voice-over/sound on tape (VO/SOT), 167, 168 (figure), 169
Voicing, 159, 162, 201

See also Broadcast-style writing/voicing; Editing audio/video
material; Package development for the web

Vultee, F., 47

Wallpaper, 162, 199
Wanta, W., 127
Washington Post, 20, 86, 152
Watchdog journalism, 152–153
Watergate scandal, 152
Web 2.0, 76, 78
Website analytics, 9

pageview measures and, 9
session duration measures and, 9
source data and, 9
unique visitor measures and, 9
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See also Audience feedback information

Weil, D., 22
Whistleblowers, 232
Wide shots, 182
WikiLeaks, 212
Winchell, W., 2
Wipe technique, 203
Wiretapping, 216
Wisconsin State Journal, 26
Wolfe, T., 88, 89
Wood, R., 131
Woodward, B., 20, 152
Word pictures, 65–66
Writing process:

AP 5-minute style guide and, 47–48
attributions, purposes/styles of, 51–53
audience-centered reporting and, 35–36
clear/concise writing and, 44
clichés/jargon and, 44
direct quotes and, 46, 49, 52
event leads and, 39–40
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“everybody/nobody” leads and, 43
generalizations, vague information and, 43
guidelines for, 44
indirect quotes and, 49–50
interesting-action leads and, 39
inverted pyramid format and, 35, 45–46, 45 (figure)
lead construction, 5Ws/1H and, 37, 37 (figure), 38
lead construction, circle diagram for, 38, 38 (figure)
lead problems, potential solutions for, 40–43
“many people/some people” leads and, 43
multiple-platform reporting and, 44
name-recognition leads and, 38–39
newspaper press release, construction of, 35–37
“notebook emptying” problem and, 46
partial quotes and, 50–51
question leads and, 41–42
quote fixing, cases for/against, 52
quote leads and, 42
readership self-interest question and, 36–37
second-day leads and, 40
small-chunk paragraphs and, 46
straw man positions and, 43
summary leads and, 38
supported leads and, 45–46
value of information, determination of, 45
what matters most question and, 35–36
“you” leads and, 40–41
See also Broadcast-style writing/voicing; Dynamics of Writing
blog; Expanded news writing; Narrative writing; Nonlinear
storytelling; Reporting basics

XLR inputs, 178

Yellow journalism, 121
“You” leads, 40–41
Youtube, xi, 88–89, 175

Zoom technique, 162, 189
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