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For instructors

About this book

"Reporting and Writing With the Audience in Mind" is intended for use in high schools and universities, in introductory and
intermediate journalism classes that focus mostly on reporting and writing. It can be used to introduce students to more advanced
topics, such as longform writing, and specialized ones, such as photography, but it is not a substitute for material dealing with those
in depth.

Sections

Basics: Chapters 1-8 cover basic concepts that are generally taught in introductory courses; they may also serve as a useful review
in intermediate classes.

Producing stories: Chapters 9-13 are most suitable for courses in which students are expected to produce stories for student media
and/or are preparing for internships. They provide practical information about many common types of stories and introduce more
advanced reporting and writing techniques.

Specialized topics: Chapters 14-16 move beyond text reporting to familiarize students with other ways to deliver information.

Marketing: Chapters 17-19 deal mostly with methods journalists use to draw attention to their work, both traditional and modern.
Chapter 18, covering digital journalism, also explains online-focused storytelling in live posting and through aggregation. As with
the specialized topics, these chapters match modern expectations for a beginning journalist's knowledge.

Reference: Chapters 20-25 deliver advice about good writing through a journalism lens. They are suitable for any writing class.
When a professor gives feedback on a student's writing, it may be helpful to direct the student to specific sections in these chapters
for more explanation.

Finally, Chapter 26 briefly outlines the form of a standard news release, for courses that include public relations writing as one of
several streams.
Chapter structure

Main content: Instructional material. This includes embedded homework questions. These are designed to ensure students have
actually read the book.

Chapter review: Quick summary of the main points students are expected to take away from each chapter. For these questions to
be available to students, the instructor must set up an ALPHA course in LibreTexts and copy the course shell.

Optional exercises: Suggestions for assignments, in or out of class, that build on skills students should gain with each chapter.
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CHAPTER OVERVIEW

1: Why This Course Matters

1.1: Why This Course Matters
1.2: Chapter Review

1.3: Optional Exercises

1.4: Anatomy of a News Story

True knowledge is more than just knowing what to do; it's also knowing why. Throughout this textbook, we will try to explain not
just how professional communications is done, but also why it's done that way. To begin the process, this chapter explains why
learning this things is important.

This page titled 1: Why This Course Matters is shared under a CC BY-NC 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by John Kroll
and Kent State University.
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1.1: Why This Course Matters

Why this course matters

By the time you've gotten to this course, you've already been taught something about writing. What makes this textbook different
from the ones you've already used? What is there left to learn?

First, this is about a specific kind of professional writing, the kind used most often in journalism and public relations.

Second, this is writing based on facts, so you'll learn not only to write in the proper format, but also how to gather facts to use in
your writing.

Third, unlike some other instruction, this course uses what we know about human psychology to inform its structure and its
explanations.

Writing for professional communications

Have you posted a tweet? Written a paper with footnotes for a college class? Constructed a poem? All of those are forms of writing
with their own characteristics. In this course, you will practice writing for professional communications. This is not like other
forms you may have used.

Writing for interpersonal communication includes emails and letters sent through snail mail, as well as tweets and other social
media posts that you put up mostly to talk with your friends.

Academic writing includes term papers as well as shorter pieces you may have written for classes, such as the “five-paragraph
essay” format.

Creative writing can be fiction or poetry.
Writing for journalism or public relations can appear in print, on websites or in social media.

All these have some things in common. For example, they all impose certain formats (more or less). Social media posts may be
limited to a certain number of characters; academic writing may require you to use MLA or APA style. Even in creative writing,
certain poetic forms set rules for which syllables are stressed or how many syllables are in a line.

Each has stylistic elements (more or less). When you email a friend, you probably use informal language; you may use words,
acronyms, emojis or abbreviations only you and your friends understand. When you write a term paper, you probably use longer
words and sentences.

You’ve been writing in one or more of those other forms for many years. You’re used to them. You may not be aware you’re
following certain styles, or you may be so familiar with them that you don’t have to think about them; you just write.

To do well in this course, you will have to break many of those habits. Let us repeat: To do well in this course, you will have to
break many of those habits.

Adjustments you must make

Style: You may have worked and worked to learn APA style for previous classes. In this course, you will use a different set of rules,
from the Associated Press Stylebook (also known as AP style). The AP Stylebook is a mix of rules -- some about grammar and
punctuation, some about preferred spellings, some about topics such as how to refer to someone who’s been accused of a crime.

The stylebook is stuffed with such rules -- and the printed book (or e-book) doesn’t even contain all of them. More are listed in the
online version of the book, and even more are not listed but instead are mentioned in a question-and-answer section of the site.
Here’s some good news: This book includes a boiled-down set of AP style rules, covering the most common issues. It's not a
substitute for having access to the entire AP Stylebook, but it's a handy reference.

Grammar: In addition to AP style, this book will provide other grammar rules. Some of these may differ from things you’ve
learned (or thought you learned) in other classes. That can be confusing, but this course’s rules are designed to prepare you for the
type of writing expected by most employers in journalism or public relations.

https://human.libretexts.org/@go/page/382626
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Tone: Professional writing has its own tone. When you email your friends, you may not even use complete sentences. When you
write term papers, you may write sentences several lines long, with multiple clauses, in paragraphs that stretch on for a third of a
page or more. In professional writing, we use standard grammar and punctuation. We write mostly short, simple sentences. In basic
news stories and news releases, paragraphs are usually short -- one to three sentences. Our words are short, too, when possible, and
we use as few as we can.

Truthfulness: Unlike creative writing, professional writing must be based on facts. Opinion has a role in journalism -- movie or
music reviews, for example -- but not in this book. Here, we will not teach you to express your opinion in your writing. You will
not praise or criticize. You may quote others who do so, but you won’t do it on your own. (Even when opinion does appear in
journalism, it must always start with sticking to the truth.)

Ego-stroking: First-person writing (I did this, I saw that, he told me) has a role in professional writing, too -- but not in this book.
You will keep yourself out of your stories. You can describe what you saw, but without mentioning yourself.

Whom you’re writing for: The most important difference between professional writing and other forms is how you think about
your audience.

You are going to learn to write for large audiences. Some of the style rules and such were crafted specifically because of that. When
you write in this course, you will have to think about whom you’re writing for. You will have to remind yourself your audience
doesn’t know everything you know. You will have to explain and provide context.

Gathering & evaluating information

Ethical professional communication is based on values including truth, accuracy and fairness. To live up to those, you must learn to
find and verify information. And to make your communication worthwhile, you must learn to evaluate its interest to your intended
audience.

You have, we assume, already had experience getting some information -- in particular, that needed to write term papers. For the
most part, that involved looking at published sources. We do some of that in professional communications. But we also rely heavily
on interviewing people.

This textbook is designed to be used in courses that send students out into the world -- or at least their campus -- to find, report and
write stories. Each chapter tries to provide the instruction you need to succeed in a particular task. But we know that instruction
alone is not enough. You will make mistakes. So the chapters are built to make it possible -- we hope -- for you to get as much use
of them after you start reporting as before. We encourage you to go back to the appropriate sections of the book time and again.

When you make mistakes, look up the applicable chapters. Only after you've endured a long, unproductive interview may you be
willing or able to digest our advice about how to do it properly.

We want you to treat this as a reference work, not just a textbook. For example, the very first chapter discusses how to evaluate the
worth of news stories. Your first time through, you may be overwhelmed by what it says, and it can be hard to translate the broad
statements here into advice specific to the types of stories you're trying to find.

But that chapter is vitally important. In some previous writing courses, you probably wrote about things that interested you, or
topics your instructor assigned. To be a professional communicator, you must understand what interests your audience.

So we want you to keep going back to that first chapter, each time you take on a new story. We'll refer back to it in future chapters,
as well. Over time, and through repetition, you will come to understand each chapter better.
The psychology of writing

Professional communications is a craft, just as much as carpentry or education. A good carpenter knows how to use a hammer
properly, how to form a mortise and tenon, how to measure and cut exactly. Great carpenters know more. They understand the
differences among different types of wood, and even among the same type of wood that's been subject to different storage
conditions. They know why one kind of joint is best in one application, a different joint in another.

In other words, they know not just the how, but the why. They understand the raw materials they're working with.

This textbook seeks to turn you not just into good communicators, but great ones. To reach that goal, you must understand your raw

material. That's not words. Those are just tools, along with images, sounds and more. The raw material of your profession -- as it is
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for education, among others -- is the human mind.

There is much we don't know about how the mind emerges from the gray matter of our brains. Fortunately, you don't need to know
that for this course. We can treat the brain as a black box. Stuff goes in -- sights, sounds, touch, smell, tastes -- and comes out as
thoughts and actions. What matters to us is what input is related to what output; the mysteries of how that happens we can mostly
leave to neuroscience.

In particular, we need psychology, an understanding of the mind, to accomplish the two main goals of any communicator:
informing and persuading.

Consider public relations: It seeks to inform an audience about a new or existing product, a cause, or whatever, and it seeks to
persuade the audience to like that product, act for that cause, etc. In journalism, the "inform" part is even more important. But
journalism, too, must persuade -- and we don't mean just in editorials or other commentary. Every journalist must know how to
persuade an audience to pay attention to stories and to believe in their truth.

Traditionally, instruction in professional communication focused mostly on the tools: How to string words together in the proper
order, for example. Textbooks provided formats to be used to write about various kinds of stories. This textbook includes those
formats, too. But it also explains why we use them. It provides tips on interviewing, but also explains why certain techniques work.
It gives you guidance about what types of stories are worth pursuing -- but also explains why certain approaches are effective.

Let us repeat one more time:
To do well in this course, you will have to break many of your writing habits.
We understand this is difficult. But that's why you are here, to learn. Let’s get started.

This page titled 1.1: Why This Course Matters is shared under a CC BY-NC 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by John Kroll

and Kent State University.
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1.2: Chapter Review

Key points

Every main chapter in this textbook will include a chapter review. It's not a substitute for reading the chapter. Instead, it's a way for
you to review and see if you remember and understand the chapter's contents. If you aren't sure about something, reread that part of
the chapter.

o Writing professionally, whether as a journalist or in public relations, comes with specific skills and rules that differ from other
forms of writing.

o Professional communicators rely mostly on Associated Press style and use the AP Stylebook.

o Professional communicators strive for concise, clear writing with mostly short, easy-to-understand words.

e Truth is the bedrock of all professional communications.

o Because we value truth, we work hard to verify the information we're conveying.

e Professional communicators focus on a specific audience. What they write and how they write it are determined by the
audience.

¢ Being a good reporter and writer is not just about memorizing rules. You must understand why rules exist. As much as possible,
we should base our decisions on our understanding of psychology.

This page titled 1.2: Chapter Review is shared under a CC BY-NC 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by John Kroll and Kent
State University.
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1.3: Optional Exercises

Optional Exercises

Each chapter of this textbook will include one or more optional exercises. These are suggestions your teacher may use to reinforce

the chapter's lessons.

Use the Anatomy of a News Story included in this chapter to go over basic terms. Then pull stories from a newspaper or news
site and identify the parts.

Compile examples of various forms of writing -- email, poetry, term papers, personal essays, etc. Examining each one in turn,
explain the ways in which it differs from the type of professional communications described in this chapter.

This page titled 1.3: Optional Exercises is shared under a CC BY-NC 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by John Kroll and
Kent State University.
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1.4: Anatomy of a News Story

Typical news story

If you're not familiar with the terms journalists use, the instructions you're given about your story may be confusing. Let's dissect a
short news story. First, here's the story as it might appear on the screen (minus the computer code that would control how this all
appeared on a website or in print):

CAKE-FIRE

3 die in Ohio house fire

By Malik Crisden
mcrisden@news-bugle.com

STREETSBORO, Ohio -- A mother and her two young daughters were killed Thursday evening in a house fire that may have
been started by a tipped-over birthday cake.

Ann Angelos, 33, escaped the blaze, neighbors said, but then went back into the house in search of Kalli, 5, and Nevaeh, 3.
Firefighters found their bodies later and said a falling roof beam may have blocked their exit.

It was Angelos' birthday. Her husband, Mark Angelos, had bought and brough home a cake from a neighborhood bakery. He
said that he had forgotten to pick up the birthday napkins he'd also ordered and went back to get them. By the time he
returned home, flames had engulfed the house and firefighters were on the scene.

Arson investigators found a metal cake tray on the floor near a window where the fire appeared to originate, they said. While
the investigation continues, Fire Chief William Husted said it seemed possible the cake's candles had set fire to curtains and
spread through the room.

Although it's a short story, it has several elements.

Table 1.4.1 Analysis of news story format

https://human.libretexts.org/@go/page/382685
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Text from story Category Explanation

A "slug" is a short label for a story, used to
identify it through the reporting and editing
process. In a fully digital workflow, the
slug would not appear above the story, but
instead would be part of the name of the

CAKE-FIRE Slug story's file. A typical example would be
CO04CAKEFIRE, with the "C" indicating it
comes from the city desk and the "04"
signalling the day the story should be
published.
The "headline" appears above the story, set
in a larger type size. Journalists often use
the shortened version "hed" to refer to this.
Note that a story may have more than one
headline, with the largest type size on top,
followed by another of a smaller size.
3 die in Ohio house fire Headline Online, headlines are typed out as one line;
in print, they may be split into two or more,
like this:
3 die
in Ohio
house
fire

Most news stories carry a "byline" naming
the writer(s). In a fully digital workflow,

By Malik Crisden Byline the reporter's name may be automatically
attached to the story based on whose login
was used to create the file.

Bylines are often placed atop credit lines.
These may be just the name of the writer's

mccrisden@news-bugle.com Credit line organization -- News-Bugle, Associated
Press, etc. -- or, as here, use an email or
other link to contact information.

A "dateline" may begin a story, depending
on the newsroom's practice. Traditionally,
the dateline told readers where the writer
was -- so a story about a riot in Frankfurt,
Germany, might carry a Berlin dateline if
STREETSBORO, Ohio -- Dateline the writer worked the story by phone. Some
news organizations instead use a dateline
solely to indicate where the story takes
place. Online, this offers another way to
make sure search engines can figure out the
relevance of the story to a location.

A mother and her two young daughters ... Lede (lead) The start of a story is called the "lead" or, in
newsroom speak, "lede." For basic news
stories, the lede is almost always just a
single paragraph. For longer stories,
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Text from story Category Explanation

especially features, the term may be
extended to cover two or more paragraphs
that work together.

"Attribution" is used in professional
communications to refer to the parts of
sentences that tell the readers where the
information comes from -- who said it, who
neighbors said ... Attribution wrote it, what document it was in.

Note the distinction between "attribution" --
usually a noun plus a verb, such as
"neighbors said" -- and "source" -- the
person or document, such as "neighbors."

This page titled 1.4: Anatomy of a News Story is shared under a CC BY-NC 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by John Kroll
and Kent State University.
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CHAPTER OVERVIEW

2: What Is News?

2.1: What Is News?
2.2: Chapter Review
2.3: Optional Exercises

Why news matters
Before you can write news stories or news releases, you must understand what news is.

Up to now, you may have done little, if any, writing involving news. Everyday emails or text messages squirt random facts or
comments. Essays in English classes often focus on your opinions. Research papers require you to rely on existing information;
you pepper your paper with citations to prove it.

Perhaps you’ve reported for student media already, in high school or college. Even so, you may not know as much as you think you
do about what news is. If people praised your story, they may have meant “I agree with your opinion” or “You’re my friend and I
support you,” rather than “This is news to me” or “Your story was interesting and informative.”

Professional communication, in journalism or public relations, is a battle for the audience’s attention. This chapter is the first step
toward building an arsenal of skills for the battles to come.

This page titled 2: What Is News? is shared under a CC BY-NC 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by John Kroll and Kent
State University.
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2.1: What Is News?

What is news?

One old saying declares that news is what someone somewhere doesn’t want published. (The rest is advertising, the saying
continues.) That comes out of the tradition of journalism as an adversary of those in power. It’s true news includes information
some people find uncomfortable. But what if there’s an outbreak of disease in your town: Is there anyone who wouldnt want
people to know it’s there and how to avoid it?

Another common definition goes something like this: If a dog bites a man, that’s not news, because it’s common. But if a man bites
a dog, that’s news. There’s some truth to that. It wouldn’t be news if a passenger jet arrived safely and on time in its destination
airport; it would be if the plane landed at the wrong city or airport, or if it crashed. Unusual and unexpected events often make
news.

The definition isn’t complete, though. It’s even dangerous. The idea that common things aren’t news could be used as an excuse to
ignore problems: Most politicians are corrupt, so why point it out? Crime always happens in that neighborhood, so why report it?

The simplest and yet most precise definition may be this: News is what your audience doesn’t already know.
Maybe that sounds too simple, too obvious. And yet some student journalists ignore this simple rule.

For example, our university's student center replaced two restaurants one recent fall. Two months later -- after that had been
reported in the student paper and website, after most students had gotten a chance to cruise past the new places -- a student’s
proposed story was “There are two new restaurants in the student center.” That wasn’t news anymore. The student audience already
knew it.

Another example: After a snowy week, a student proposed a story saying the university didn’t consider driving conditions in nearby
counties when deciding whether to shut down. The policy was commonly known, at least by students and faculty affected, and the
school had said as much in emails to everyone during the week. The student’s defense: She thought the policy was unfair to
commuters. That might be a reason to write an opinion piece, but not a news story.

Let’s say you’re sharp enough to understand and apply the principle that news is what your audience doesn’t already know. Now
you’re ready to start working on news stories, and you’ve got tons to choose from, right?

Not so fast. All news stories involve news, but not all news is worth a story.

Newsworthiness

o In the 1700s, wealthy European families often ate off pewter plates.

You didn’t know that before, did you? So it’s news to you. Are you interested? Does it make you want to read more? No, we didn’t
think so.

o The tomato plant is a member of the family Solanaceae. Also news to you, we bet. And also boring.
o For centuries, much of the information taught and published about anatomy, botany and other scientific subjects was simple
repetition of ancient texts, not based on experimentation or physical analysis.

Slightly more interesting, if you’ve got a streak of nerdiness in you. Still, we suspect many of you are stifling a yawn and have no
interest in reading a story based on any of those sentences. Too bad, because you’d be missing an interesting yarn.

To understand why you’re not interested and how we could change that, we need to consider some things commonly referred to as
news values. These characteristics of a story make it interesting to an audience.

»

You may have encountered news values in a previous class. They’re often explained using terms such as “proximity,” “impact” and
“human interest.” If any of that sounds familiar to you ... please try to forget what you were told. We take a different approach to
discussing news values.

Imagine we rush up to you, out breath and wild-eyed. “A car crashed into a store!” we say.

Clearly, we’re excited. Will you be? Perhaps not until we add some details: The store was the coffee shop closest to campus. The
driver had to go to the hospital. She was the university president. And it happened five minutes ago.
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Suppose we added these details instead: The store was a small, out-of-business mom-and-pop grocery in Peshtigo, Wisconsin. The
driver was unhurt. He was some guy named Joe Nycz. And it happened in 1983.

The first version of the facts had several factors that got you interested: The crash was near campus, at a store you’re familiar with.
Someone was hurt seriously enough to be taken to a hospital. That someone was a person you know, a celebrity of sorts to students.
And it just happened.

The second version happened further away, at a place you (probably) don’t know, to someone you’ve never heard of. No one was
hurt. And it happened before you were even born.

Both versions are news to you, but only the first one is newsworthy. Why? Because it has factors that tend to interest people like
you.

That’s the first important thing to understand: News values are determined by your audience.

Two things derive from that.

Stories must appeal to readers

It doesn’t matter what you think is important, or what you think your audience needs to know. What matters is whether your
audience will care enough to read or watch or listen to your story.

This doesn't mean you can only write about a topic if readers already are interested. It doesn't mean you should ignore stories that
your audience needs to know. It doesn't mean you can't write about issues you care about.

Instead, it means your belief that a topic is important, even your conviction that it's something readers need to know about, isn't
enough. You must find a way to write about it that will turn it into something your audience will be interested in. You must find
some approach that lures them into the story. Regardless of how important a story is to you, it won’t matter if no one reads it.

Different strokes for different folks

Stories newsworthy for one audience may not be for another. You have to know whom you’re writing for.

The identity of your audience starts with basic demographics. Are its members young, old or a mix of ages? Do they all live in one
area or are they spread out?

It also concerns common connections. Are audience members largely students at your school? Are they people who share an
interest in fashion?

You must also think about how your outlet fits into their lives. Is your publication or website a place your audience would go to
find out this type of news? This aspect has gotten more important because of the internet's impact. Say you're the editor of a
student-run news site at your university in Alabama. A protester in Minnesota dies after being shot by law enforcement. That story
has many aspects of newsworthiness in general. But should your website cover it?

On the one hand, even though the event happened far from campus, your student readers may be very interested. But would they
turn to your site to find out more? Could you, at your laptop in Birmingham, provide any relevant information they couldn't get
faster and more reliably from sources closer to the event?

News values

This list has two categories. “Core values” by their very nature tend to make an audience interested. “Multiplying values” don’t
carry as much weight on their own, but they can increase the interest in a story that already has one or more core values.

For example, Beyoncé is a celebrity known around the world, including among your school's students. If we have a story about her,
we can bet a good portion of your student media's audience will be at least a little interested. “Prominence” is a core value. If our
story is that she will perform on campus next week, interest will skyrocket. “Closeness to home” and “timeliness” are multiplying
values. They’re multiplying, not core, because if we told you Joe Shlabotnik would appear in concert next week on campus, neither
the location nor the date would likely be enough to make you care about someone you’ve never heard of.

These values aren’t absolutes. They can apply to greater or lesser extent. Beyoncé and Iggy Azalea are both celebrities, but one’s
much more famous -- and thus interesting -- than the other. Also, your college town isn't the same as a big city 50 miles away, but
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that city's closer than one on the other side of the country. So a story about a concert in the next big city would gain at least a bit
from the “closeness to home” multiplying factor, while the one far away wouldn’t get any boost at all.

This list was put together based on our experience with online news traffic and on available research. It probably isn’t complete,
but it provides a good framework for talking about newsworthiness.

Core values

Affiliation: Audience members can see themselves in the story because it involves a group they identify with. In general, the
broader the group, the weaker the identification.

Basic needs: Food, shelter, health, safety. This is strongest when the story concerns direct threats to the audience.
Competition: A central theme of the story is one side pitted against another with the outcome in doubt.

Follow-up: Follow-up to a significant event. These stories draw interest because the initial event lingers in the audience’s memory,
and thus the value diminishes as the initial event grows older.

Mysteries: The mysteries are not simply things the audience didn’t know yet, but rather things it would take some effort to
discover.

Opinion confirmation: Stories reinforce the audience’s opinions.
Personal profit and less: The story explains how the audience can gain or lose money.

Prominence: A story about a celebrity — people very familiar to the audience. In some circumstances, this value may apply to
nonhuman or even nonliving things.

Quests: The story calls on ancient narrative elements. Quests must involve some struggle, the overcoming of obstacles.

Sorrow, anger and the warm fuzzies: Stories stir strong feelings. This value does not concern the emotions of those described in
the story, but rather of the audience -- the people you’re writing for, not the people you’re writing about.

Weird or funny: It is likely to make the audience laugh or make a funny face. Even a hint of this, a la “... and you won’t believe
what happened next,” can trigger the audience.

Multiplying values
Big numbers: A central element of the story involves an unusually large (or unusually small) dimension.
Call to action: A significant thrust of the story involves some way the audience can get involved and do good.

Characters: One or more people in the story are fully fleshed. To qualify, these people must do more than offer a quote or be
referred to; the audience must come to know them in human terms.

Closeness to home: Usually, a simple geographic measurement. The closer the story is on a map to the audience, the more interest
it will attract.

Completeness and closure: The story promises all essential information or the conclusion of a narrative.

Disagreement: Two or more sides are at odds over some issue. A baseball game isn’t a disagreement; both sides agree on the rules
and what sport they’re playing.

Familiarity: The story involves some part of the audience’s daily lives. This is often an add-on to “closeness to home”; something
can be nearby but unfamiliar, or vice-versa.

How-tos: A significant element of the story involves instructions for a task important to the audience.

Hidden trends: The story reveals a previously unrecognized pattern to events. The events may have each been too trivial to notice
until the pattern was revealed. Alternatively, the events may have been individually significant, but the connection story reveals
unknown links between them.

Rarity: The central focus of the story is something out of the ordinary.

Timeliness: The central event of the story happened recently or is going to happen in the near future.
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Using news values to produce story ideas

Those were long lists, weren’t they? Don’t worry if you don’t understand quite what each value means. There’s a more detailed
discussion to come.

Before then, we have to confess a lie. Remember when we told you not all news is worth a story? Looked at one way, that’s not
quite true.

ONE JOURNALISM legend describes a brilliant reporter who got in trouble with his editor. To punish the writer, the boss
assigned him the least important work he could think of, covering the local sewer district. No previous reporter covering the
district had ever found stories worth more than a few paragraphs buried in the back of the newspaper next to the death
notices. The placement was appropriate because covering the sewer district was considered a graveyard for reporters’ careers.

This reporter, to the surprise of his colleagues, took the reassignment with gusto. He revealed to readers their wastewater was
contaminating their drinking supply. He uncovered corruption on the sewer board, resulting in the conviction of six officials.
And he won a top writing award for his profile of a district secretary who, at 19, was raising her eight brothers and sisters
because their parents had died and she refused to let the children be split up and sent to orphanages.

After the reporter got back from collecting yet another journalism prize, he met a colleague at a bar.
They ordered a round of drinks, and the colleague insisted on paying.

“Here’s to you,” the other man said. “Revenge must be sweet.”

The reporter furrowed his brow. “Revenge? What do you mean?”

“On your editor, of course.”

“I still don’t understand,” the reporter said. “What did my editor ever do to me?”
“He assigned you to cover the sewer district.”

“I know! Wasn’t that grand of him?”

“But,” the colleague persisted, “it’s the worst assignment of all.”

“You’re wrong. It’s the very best.”

“How can you say that?”

imple,” the reporter said. “Because it was assigned to me, and I’'m the best reporter on the staff. I just knew that if the
“Simple,” the report id. “B it igned t d I’m the best report the staff. I just k that if they
gave an assignment to me, it must have a lot of great stories.”

The point of that story is not that great reporters are egotists, although we’ve known our share. Instead, it’s that stories can be
everywhere, but it may take great reporters to know what to look for. So, yes, all news can be worth a story -- if you put in the
effort and thought required to find it. The news values listed above are essential tools in that search.

The reporter in the legend knew, for example, “basic needs” such as health and safety attract a lot of interest. He knew if something
about the sewers posed a serious risk to his audience, they’d want to know about it. He investigated and discovered the problem
with the drinking supply. He knew stories about losing money get attention, as do those stirring strong anger. Corruption that costs
the taxpayers money combines those two, so he dug into the district budget. Finally, he knew stories about people facing and
overcoming obstacles are popular, especially if the story makes at least one of those people come alive for the audience. His profile
of a young woman raising eight children on her own provided rich detail about her actions and personality.

When we ask you to come up with story ideas, we want you to follow the same kind of path. Don’t just write down the first thing
you think of. Examine your ideas:

o Do they contain some core values? Which ones?

o Are the core values central to the story? You can’t claim “prominence,” for example, if the only mention of Beyoncé is that
someone you interviewed said she’s his favorite singer.

¢ How strong are those core values? If you claim “prominence,” is the person truly well known to your audience? If you claim
“basic needs,” is the story about a threat the audience might starve, or just that they might not be able to get tomatoes on their
cheeseburgers?
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e Do your ideas contain any multiplying values? Which ones?

¢ Are the multiplying values going to be prominent? You can’t claim the value of “call to action” if you just add one sentence at
the bottom telling the audience how to donate to a cause.

e How particular to your idea are all the values? Most story ideas students propose can claim “affiliation” because they involve
students and “closeness to home” because they’re happening on campus. Does your idea just have those, or does it have others
to make it stand out?

What if you examine an idea and it doesn’t have strong values? Do you have to abandon it? Not necessarily.
In addition to using the lists to evaluate your original idea, you can use them to make it better.

Say you’re interested in yoga, and you want to write a story about how yoga can help people relax. College students need to relax,
you tell yourself, so the story will have some “affiliation” value. Not much, though, if the story mostly describes the basics of yoga
and just mentions in passing that relaxation could be good for students, including those at your school.

You could give up and try another idea. Or you could think about ways to write a story about yoga and relaxation with more news
values for your particular audience. Some possibilities:

o Find a yoga group on campus. Instead of talking about yoga and students in general, you’ll have a much stronger “affiliation”
value when you include real classmates of your audience.

o Research the effects of stress on college students. Maybe it’s a serious health issue, so you can count “basic needs.”

o Find out if any campus celebrities practice yoga. If half the football team does “downward dog” after practice, you’ve got
“prominence.”

¢ Don’t forget multipliers. What if you discover a study saying 95 percent of all college students miss a day or more of class
because of stress-related illnesses? That’s a “big number.”

o Talk to members of the yoga group. Does one person have an interesting personal story of struggling with stress and
discovering yoga could help? Tell that person’s story in rich detail and make her a “character.”

You may have noticed adding news values to your story idea required you to research and interview. That’s right: Most good story
ideas don’t just pop out of your head. The more you know about a topic, the better your story idea can be. You may get story
proposals thrown back at you with comments such as “There might be a story here, but you haven’t found it yet,” or “Interesting --
if true.”

Using news values to write better stories
The lists of news values continue to be helpful even after you’ve come up with a good story idea or had one handed to you.

Writing a news story or news release, you have to decide which facts are most important. But what does “most important” mean?
You get sent to cover a house fire. What’s more important:

e How much it would cost to repair the damage, or how many people were hurt?
o How many fire trucks responded, or how long it took to put the fire out?
e How the fire started, or how someone noticed it?

The answers will change with each fire, depending on the details. The news values can help you figure them out.

o Twenty people were hurt, and the fire did $3 million in damage? Your audience will be much sadder about human beings than
dollars and cents; “sorrow, anger and the warm fuzzies” counts.

e Seven trucks responded, and it took six hours to extinguish the blaze? You want the “big number.” It’s not as simple as
comparing six and seven; you need to know how “big” each number is in context. How many trucks usually respond to house
fires? How long do they usually take to put out?

o Was there anything unusual about how the fire started? Is there a mystery? (Something as vague as “they don’t know how it
started” is not as much of a mystery as “fire inspectors said they found evidence the fire started in six separate spots.”)

It should be clear that considering news values isn’t as easy as checking items off a list. Each value can be more or less present, and
different values can interact with one another.

As complex as these may be, however, it’s important you understand them. They will underlie much of what we talk about in the
rest of the course.
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Before we get to that, let’s finish a discussion started in the Newsworthiness section above. Remember? We presented three facts:

¢ In the 1700s, wealthy European families often ate off pewter plates.

¢ The tomato plant is a member of the family Solanaceae.

o For centuries, much of the information taught and published about anatomy, botany and other scientific subjects was simple
repetition of ancient texts, not based on experimentation or physical analysis.

As we said then, these facts don’t seem very interesting. Yet K. Annabelle Smith, writing for Smithsonian Magazine, found a
fascinating story in them. The way she did it shows how news values can be used to find the newsworthy story in a seemingly dull
topic. Here’s her first paragraph:

* In the late 1700s, a large percentage of Europeans feared the tomato.

Boom: strong values for “basic needs” (a food-based threat to health), “weird or funny” (is this reality or the old B movie “Attack
of the Killer Tomatoes”?) and “mystery” (what could make you fear a fruit?).

Plus, when you get into the story, there's a “hidden trend” -- some seemingly unrelated facts add up to a story much more
interesting.

Smith explained the history of the tomato. She reported it was slow to gain acceptance among Europeans as a food because of
several factors. One, those who ate tomatoes off pewter plates might suffer illness -- not due to the tomatoes themselves, but
because acid leached lead out of those plates. Two, the tomato plant is a member of the same plant family as the “deadly
nightshade,” known to be poisonous. And three, the main plant reference book contained lots of errors in its description of the
plant, copied from earlier works without verifying.

If she could find an interesting story in a plate of tomatoes, you can find many on and around campus.

How to get story ideas
Students often think news writing works like this:
* Story idea — Reporting — Writing

Story ideas, they figure, come spontaneously to their minds or the minds of their editors. Even when it may seem that way, the
process really works this way:

* Information — Story idea — Reporting — Writing

Story ideas -- good ones -- do not come out of a void. You can’t come up with even the weakest ideas without knowing something
about them. “I want to write about the rugby club” is a weak idea because it has no details, no news values. But you wouldn’t have
had even that idea unless you knew the club existed.

To turn that weak story idea into a good one, you’ll have to dig. That makes the process look like this:
* Information — Reporting — Story idea — Reporting — Writing

If you’re covering a beat, such as student government or off-campus housing, you can’t rely only on information you happen to
come across. You’ll have to work just to get the initial spark:

* Reporting — Information — Reporting — Story idea — Reporting — Writing
In a later chapter, we discuss reporting in detail. Here, we’ll concentrate on the kind of reporting needed to generate story ideas.
Official sources: To improve the idea about the rugby club, you could talk to the person who manages it. Club presidents,

department heads and the like usually know the most about their organizations. Don’t be shy. It's not you, meek college student,
asking the questions. It's professional you, the voice of your whole audience.

Subordinates: Just because the club’s manager is in charge doesn’t mean that person is the only member worth talking to. You
could ask a player what the club’s biggest problem is, or which game was the toughest. Organizations sometimes set policies saying
only top officials or other designated spokespeople can talk to the media. But they’re not your boss. You can ask anyone you want
for an interview; it’s up to them to agree or not.
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People affected: If you’re looking for story ideas about a student-centered office of your school, administrators there may tell you
about the programs offered and the benefits for students. That’s only one side. Find students who’ve dealt with the office, too.

Observers: A business reporter covering a major public company -- say, Goodyear Tire & Rubber -- will keep in touch with
financial analysts who watch the company. The analysts work for financial firms, helping decide whether companies are good risks
for investment or lending. They don’t work for Goodyear and they’re not directly affected by the company’s decisions, but they
have specialized knowledge. Useful observers for a student reporter would include professors and others who’ve been around
campus for many years or longtime residents of the area.

Past coverage: Some story ideas are worth revisiting every so often. Looking at old stories about a topic or from a certain time of
year can turn up potential revivals. Or you may read a five-year-old story announcing the rugby club was going to become a varsity
sport; there’s a good follow-up opportunity. Sometimes the history itself is interesting. After our university announced it was
buying the land on which a Starbucks sits, a student reporter went through decades of past reporting and discovered the location
had been a focal point of student life since the mid-1930s.

More and more universities have online archives of student newspapers going back decades. At the very least, your school's online
media probably archive all the stories since they went digital.

Outside coverage: Many media outlets limit their coverage by city, region or country. Public relations writing is usually limited to
the organization sponsoring it. But there’s a whole world out there. A student reporter should monitor news from other colleges (for
example, by looking at their student media sites). A smart PR pro will keep an eye on other organizations in the same sector, as well
as news in general.

Yourself: “Mindfulness” is a psychiatric therapy emphasizing self-awareness and living in the moment. Applied to reporting, that
can mean paying attention to what’s going on and your reactions to it. What’s surprised you? What’s changed around you? What do
you find yourself talking about with friends a lot?

More than anything, finding good stories requires communication. Look, listen and talk. If you limit yourself to your existing
knowledge or official sources, your story ideas will be weak and unoriginal.

In a beginning class, you may be able to come up with a single good story idea by luck. But luck won't sustain you when you're
covering a beat for news media or public relations. Practice now.

How to pitch story ideas

A bar in working-class Pontiac, Michigan, was just off an expressway. You couldn’t see much more of it than the roof, though. The
tavern owner made the best of it by putting his entire sales pitch into a sign at the peak of the roof. Everything potential customers
needed to know was included. The sign read:

STRONG DRINKS

In sales and marketing, they call that the USP -- the Unique Selling Point. It's what makes your company or product stand out from
everyone else (unique), highlighting the value you deliver and the problem you solve (selling point). A story pitch is a reporter's
USP for their idea.

Some story ideas don’t need much more than that bar owner did: The president was shot. The war is over. Beyoncé had twins.
Most, though, require more.

BAD: The Student Center has some new restaurants.

And ... what? The story needs an “angle” -- something that makes it special, something that draws on one or more news values.
BAD: I want to write about how the Student Center has ...

Stop. I don’t care what you want. It’s not my job to please you; it’s my job to please the audience.
BAD: Readers should know more about how important it is to eat healthy. The ...

Nope. People should eat healthy, but there are a lot more places that sell hamburgers than tofu. I don’t care about what readers
should be interested in; I want stories they will be interested in.

BAD: This is an interesting story about ...
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Show me, don’t tell me(opens in new window). I’ll be the judge of whether it’s interesting.
BAD: This story will have the news value of basic needs because ...
Do I look like I have all day? Just describe the story.

BETTER: Many of our school's 24,000 off-campus students rely on the the Student Center's fast-food restaurants for lunch.
But those were franchises offering the same menus nationwide. Commuters haven’t benefited from the university’s wellness
campaign, which brought healthier options and even a gluten-free dining hall to on-campus students. That’s changing. The
new dining contractor, YumYumYum Inc., will replace two Student Center eateries this fall with locally owned restaurants
focusing on fresh, healthy food.

Now, there’s a pitch. It’s loaded with news values: basic needs (health), closeness to home, big numbers, timeliness. It positions the
story as a follow-up to previous coverage of the wellness initiative.

Addendum: A closer look at news values

Remember these aren’t yes-or-no factors. You have to consider how strong the value is for a particular story, not just whether it’s
included.

Core values

Affiliation: If you're in a sorority, you will probably be interested in stories involving Greek life, even if they
don't take place on your campus. If you're a college student, you'll probably notice a story about a successful
business more if it's run by someone your age than by a 40-year-old.

This category also covers the interest you have in stories about individuals or groups you’re a big fan of. In
Cleveland, for example, news media can count on big audiences for any story about the Browns.

STRENGTH: Consider two factors: How large a share of your potential audience feels a connection to the story, and how intense is
their connection?

For a story about sororities, the most intense connection would be felt by sorority members. That may be a relatively small
percentage of your readership. To appeal to more of your audience, the story needs other news values.

For a story about how much fast food Americans eat, everyone in your audience eats and almost all are Americans. But the
intensity of the connection they feel to their identity as “American eaters” is probably low. Again, the story would need more
values -- or a narrower focus on fast-food consumption by your school's students.

Affiliation also comes into play when considering how long a story should be and how detailed it should get. A story that is almost
only of interest to sorority members may be worth running, but in a publication of general student interest, a short version suffices
to alert that audience and point them to places they can get more information.

Basic needs: Abraham Maslow created a pyramid of human motivations called a “hierarchy of needs.” Basically,
he said we have to be satisfied we can meet needs on one level of the pyramid before we start to worry about
those on the next highest level. His pyramid started with basic biological needs such as food and health, then
moved on to safety and shelter before ascending to more psychologically based needs such as love and self-
esteem.

Stories dealing with the needs at the base of the pyramid speak to the audience’s deepest fears.

STRENGTH: The strength of this value can vary along three axes: level of need, level of threat and impact on individual member
of the audience.

At the bottom of Maslow’s pyramid are the most direct threats to life: starvation and disease. Those topics will attract far more
attention than discussions of self-esteem or self-fulfillment.

Students sometimes try to claim this value for stories about a restaurant opening in town or a new snack trend. While those ideas do
involve food, they don’t have anything to do with whether someone will go hungry. The threat level is too low to earn this value.
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Finally, we care most about the needs of ourselves. A story about people going without health care in Asia will not pull in as many
readers (all other things being equal) as one about a threat to the audience’s own health.

Competition: News media often get criticized for “horse race coverage” of political campaigns, meaning an
emphasis on who’s ahead in the polls rather than a discussion of issues. There’s a reason media focus on who’s
ahead and who’s behind, though: Audiences are attracted to stories about two sides battling for victory.

This value isn’t just about two sides disagreeing. Indeed, they may be in complete agreement; sports teams agree

to follow the same rules. The keys are a) both sides are trying to win the same thing, and b) the winner will be
decided either by an agreed-upon standard (who gets the most votes, who gets the most points) or an objective judge (someone not
a part of either side).

STRENGTH: Two things make a difference in judging this value. The first is what’s at stake; the second is how close the
competition is.

Doug Lesmerises, a sports writer for cleveland.com, instinctively applied this idea when he talked about covering a bowl game
between Ohio State and Notre Dame in January 2016. It was a blowout for the Buckeyes, who won 44-28. And it wasn’t for the
national championship; Lesmerises said it amounted to an exhibition game.

What was Lesmerises’s main story afterward? Not the game, he said. It wasn’t close (i.e., not really competitive), so it wasn’t as
interesting. Instead, he went to a highly touted freshman player who hadn’t gotten to play a down all season, and talked to him.
That story -- which had solid news values -- was extremely popular online.

Follow-up: Maybe this has happened to you: You get a car, and suddenly it seems as if half the cars on the road
are the same make or model. There’s a term for that: the Baader-Meinhof phenomenon (or, less colorfully, the
frequency illusion). When something we haven’t known about is brought to our attention, we suddenly notice it
everywhere.

Just as the Baader-Meinhof phenomenon primes us to notice things we overlooked, news audiences who
encounter a big story are primed to be interested in related ones. If there’s a shooting in a high school, for example, there will be an
uptick in interest for stories about guns, school safety and whatever the shooter’s apparent motivation was.

STRENGTH: Ask two questions: How much was the audience interested in the original story, and how long ago was it? Follow-up
stories are most popular when the original story got a lot of interest and the follow-ups come out within a few days of the original.
An exception to that rule: “whatever happened to” stories. A topic that was big news but faded quickly can generate interest years
later.

Mysteries: We’re naturally curious. If you can engage the audience’s desire to know how or why, who or what,
you’ve got strong interest. This is why so many story teasers end with “and you’ll never believe what happened
next.”

STRENGTH: Students sometimes claim this value just because they don’t know the answer to a question yet:
Why did the university replace two restaurants in the student center? That’s not good enough.

The strength of this value depends on how mysterious the mystery is. If it’s something you could discover with a simple question,
or by searching on Google, it’s no mystery. The best mysteries are those for which the audience cannot imagine what the solution
could be, or for which the writer can suggest the answer is not what most people would expect.

Opinion confirmation: “[OJur overwhelming tendency to look for what confirms our beliefs and ignore what
contradicts our beliefs is well documented,” Samuel McNerney wrote in Scientific American. This can have
damaging effects, especially since the internet makes it very easy to find stories confirming our beliefs and ignore
those contradicting them. We don’t recommend using this news value, therefore. But it exists.

STRENGTH: The deeper the split in opinion about a topic and the more defensive one side is about its opinions,
the greater the attraction of stories agreeing with the beleaguered side’s view.
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Personal profit or loss: Wealth isn’t a basic need, even though we may need it to satisfy the ones that are. Still,
many people care about their finances. This value accounts for the interest in many kinds of stories: tuition
increases, tax cuts, job opportunities, discounts and more.

STRENGTH: Note the word “personal” in the label. To get the most out of this value, a story must make clear the

direct effect on each individual member of the audience. That’s why good reporters know that when they write
about a tax increase, they shouldn’t just mention the percentage. They break it down something like this: “The 1.5 percent tax hike
will cost the average resident about $320 more a year.”

Prominence: A quirk of human curiosity: The more aware we are of someone, the more we want to know about
them. The easiest example to recognize is individual celebrity. If you make a pronouncement about politics, no
journalist would think it worth reporting. But if George Clooney makes a statement, reporters know many people
will want to hear it.

Applying this value gets fuzzier when you move beyond individuals. Even on most campuses, for example, few
individual players on the school’s football team have much celebrity recognition. Their names won’t add value to a story. But the
football team as a whole may have prominence, so mentioning someone is a player -- a part of that prominent team -- may help.

STRENGTH: Prominence is one of the more difficult values to assess. These are some factors to consider:

o Prominence is relative to your audience. People of one generation have a different set than those older or younger. (Indeed, the
examples we're using in this book to illustrate prominence may not be resonating with you, because we're old.) Someone such
as your university president is quite prominent on campus, but wouldn’t draw much interest in a national publication.

¢ Prominence can be a negative value. Nickelback is well-known to a certain audience, but many of those people may hate the
band and refuse to read anything about it. Prominence can also interact with “confirmation bias,” so people read stories
confirming their opinion of someone but avoid those contradicting it.

o It’s not enough just to mention a celebrity’s name. This value works because of our desire to know more about famous people.
Your story has to tell me something about a celebrity I don’t already know. The more you tell me, the greater this value for a
given story.

Quests: Storytellers -- novelists, playwrights, movie directors -- can get into arguments about how many basic
’ﬁ plots there are. A computer analysis by researchers at the University of Vermont declared there are only six: rags
’J to riches (a rise from failure to success), tragedy (a fall from success to failure), man in a hole (a fall followed by
\ J a rise), Icarus (a rise followed by a fall), Cinderella (rise-fall-rise) and Oedipus (fall-rise-fall). Christopher Booker
boiled his list down to seven, with categories such as “overcoming the monster,” a struggle against some obstacle,

and “voyage and return” (think Homer’s “Odyssey”). Other lists have as few as three entries or at least as many as 20.

We use “quest” to refer to these basic storytelling plots, with special emphasis on ones involving a deeply meaningful search or a
struggle against some opponent or obstacle. You won’t find this value in many news stories. It requires a hero.

(Note to public relations majors: When discussing crisis communications, you will hear about a standard structure for viewing a
crisis, involving a victim, a villain, and a vindicator. That structure is one example of the “quest” value.)

STRENGTH: What’s at stake? How arduous is the hero’s struggle? Are you writing about the struggle, or is it only implied or
referred to in passing?

Sorrow, anger and the warm fuzzies: We’re emotion junkies. We seek things that stir strong emotions. In
particular, we are attracted to stories that bring forth tears, get us upset or provide a glow of good feeling. Among
the emotions not on the list: disappointment.

Important to remember: This value is about the likely reaction of the audience, not whether such emotions are
mentioned in the story.

STRENGTH: How strong an emotional hit will the audience get? How central to the story is the element providing it?
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Weird or funny: This value also has an emotional component. It covers stories that make the audience laugh,
" " whether in amusement or bewilderment.

As with “sorrow,” remember this is about the audience’s likely reaction, not the mention of laughter in the story.

One student proposed a story announcing a talent contest would occur in a few weeks, and claimed this value

because some acts would probably do weird things. That’s like trying to get a laugh from your friends by telling
them you’ve got a great joke -- but not telling the joke.

STRENGTH: How funny or weird is the element, and how prominent will it be in the story?

Multiplying values

&

Big numbers: Sheer size can impress an audience. The home team won? Great. The home team won by 50
points? Wow. The same effect works with dollar amounts and other numbers.

STRENGTH: Obviously, the bigger the number, the greater the impact. But note: Numbers are only big or small
in context. If T told you a football team scored 80 points, you’d be impressed. A basketball team? Not so much.

According to legend, Everett Dirksen, a U.S. senator from Illinois, made a remark about federal spending that illustrates this
concept. As Congress works on the budget, dollar figures are tossed around with abandon because, in the context of the total
budget, even otherwise eye-popping numbers seem insignificant. Or, as Dirksen reportedly said, “A billion here, a billion there, and
pretty soon you’re talking real money.”

To understand whether your number is big, you need background -- and so does your audience. If a sorority raised $1,000 for
charity, how does that compare with its previous fundraisers? Will the money go into a much larger fund, or to one needy
individual?

Call to action: Some stories, including those with the “sorrow, anger and the warm fuzzies” value, can be
enhanced by giving the audience a chance to help or take part. Kristen DelGuzzi, then a top editor at the Arizona
Republic, said stories that provide information such as how to donate to tornado victims get lots of clicks online.

For this to work, of course, potential readers have to know the information is in the story. One line buried at the
bottom of a long news report won’t work, because they won’t know it’s there when deciding whether to read the
story.
STRENGTH: This value works in combination with others, such as “closeness to home.” The more an audience already cares about
a problem, the more interested they are in how to help or take part.

Characters: Tell me 11,400 Americans were injured by fireworks in 2013 and I may be concerned ... or not. Tell
me the story of one woman, a mother of three and an award-winning painter and musician, who had three fingers
blown off on her brush hand and lost hearing in one ear -- now you’ve got my attention.

Why? The bigger number means more tragedy, doesn’t it? But if we don’t come to know any of those 11,400
people as individuals, our sympathies don’t get triggered as much.

The more you bring a story down to specific individuals and make them come to life, the greater the reader interest.

Note that part about “come to life.” It isn’t nearly enough to just mention someone’s name or provide a quote. You can only claim
this value if your characters stand out as individuals. That means things such as describing them physically, showing them in
action, providing their background or using vivid, original quotes.

STRENGTH: The more relevant a character is to the core values of the story, the greater contribution it makes. The level of detail
provided also matters. One-dimensional characters -- described in generic terms such as “pretty” or “handsome,” sketched in labels
such as “father” without specifics, etc. -- are like movie extras. The audience hardly notices them.

Closeness to home: In traditional lists of news values, the label “proximity” is used to point out that audiences are interested in
stories near them. That’s true, but there are many things going on close to me. I don’t care about many of them. Geographical
closeness can multiply the interest in a story only so long as the story already has other core values.
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One reason we don’t use the word “proximity” is to emphasize the idea of “home.” Home isn’t always where
we’re sitting as we see a story. If you were born and raised in Chicago, but now live in Mississippi, you may
continue to have a special interest in stories from the Windy City.

STRENGTH: Of course, physical distance is one measure. But also consider the depth of the connection your
audience feels to the area you’re considering a home to the story. For many students who live in dorms, anything
more than a block or two off campus may be as irrelevant to them as something 100 miles away.

Completeness and closure: Digital journalists have learned headlines such as “47 ways to leave your lover” or
“The best burgers in Boston” are audience gold. But why?

One theory: They suggest to the viewer that what’s underneath is a complete package. It’s not “some of the best
burgers,” it’s “the best.” An unusual number, like 47, seems to work better than a round number because it appears

to be non-arbitrary. (Unless you're Paul Simon and you've got 50 ways to leave your lover.)

The same drive may pull an audience into stories promising an end instead of just a beginning and middle. “How Hillary Clinton
won the nomination” is likely to get more eyes than “Hillary Clinton’s campaign so far.”

STRENGTHS: How clear is the promise?
Disagreement: This is one of the weakest multipliers. It simply indicates there’s an argument, a difference of
opinion.

Imagine you come across a story about a bridge proposed for a road you travel regularly. You’ll have some
interest. Now imagine the story says people living around the proposed bridge are angry. They say the bridge will

split their community and bring extra traffic that will cause problems. Even though there may be no “competition”
aspect -- the public doesn’t have a vote -- the existence of contrary opinions adds some intrigue.

Note the disagreement must be present in the story. It’s not enough to tell your editor some people don’t like something; will those
angry people be in the story? Will their opponents? Nor is it this about whether the audience, when it hears of the story, will
disagree. What’s in the story itself?

It matters how many people are arguing, too, and what they're doing about it. Our students often proposed stories about the scarcity
of parking spaces on campus. They would say people are angry. What people? Well, they know a couple of friends who always
complain about it. And what have they done -- a petition? a walkout? Well, they complain about it a lot. Not good enough. You can
almost always find somebody who doesn't like something If we wrote stories about all of those disputes, we'd wear out out
keyboards and our audience's patience.

STRENGTH: How sharp is the disagreement? How loud? How evenly matched are the opposing arguments?

O How-tos: This value has some things in common with “action.” Rather than explaining how the audience can
help others, however, it’s about how they can help themselves.
-
: - The Zika virus is coming close? A how-to might list the best steps to avoid it, or the warning signs that you’ve
-—

contracted the disease.
STRENGTH: How much interest a how-to will attract depends on two factors.

First, how deep is the audience’s concern? In the Zika example, how immediate is the threat? How dangerous is Zika? This doesn’t
apply just to risks. A how-to on Pokemon Go can add interest, depending on how intrigued your audience is about the game.

Second, how complex are the instructions? If the solution is simple and obvious, the audience’s need for a how-to is weak.

home.” Consider these two potential stories:

e A shop in a neighboring town that sells cloth and sewing supplies is going out of business. It was the only store
within 100 miles that specialized in that stuff. Students in your fashion school relied on it; the place was like a

. Familiarity: This sits somewhere between the core value of “affiliation” and the multiplier of “closeness to

second home to them.
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¢ A bowling alley six blocks from campus is going out of business. It hadn't gotten much business in years, mostly old people.

The bowling alley was much closer to home. But it's probably unfamiliar to your student media audience. The sewing shop is
farther away, but very familiar to a chunk of your readers.

STRENGTH: Some element of this value is woven into others, such as affiliation and prominence, so it doesn’t make sense to
claim relevance or familiarity unless those others are absent or weak. When you do claim it, consider how strong the audience's
connection to the topic is. One way to think about that: The topic should be both a big part of the audience’s daily lives and at the
same time a small or nonexistent part of the daily lives of most other people.

/ Hidden trends: Tmagine you hear a bike was stolen on campus. You might have mild interest, especially if you
ride yourself. But it’s not super exciting; you probably wouldn’t bother mentioning it to your friends. There would

7 o
4/

Now imagine you find out this was only the latest in a string of bike thefts over the last few weeks. That’s
something to talk about, isn’t it? Because now you’ve revealed a previously unnoticed pattern, a connection
between events far more interesting than the sum total of a series of stories about unrelated individual events.

Similarly, in the tomato story, we wrote about earlier, a handful of boring facts become fascinating when the connection among
them is revealed.

One of our students noticed a social media post in which a student complained that their package had disappeared after it was
delivered over the weekend to the central desk that accepted all student packages. Mildly annoying, although it does involve loss.
But a few other people responded to the post, saying they'd had packages disappear, too. The student sensed a trend. His reporting
confirmed it. He showed that the desk was unstaffed over the weekend. Delivery services were supposed to hold packages until the
next business day, but they didn't bother. Instead, the packages stacked up on the unmanned desk in a public area. That was a story.

STRENGTH: When the newspaper USA Today debuted in 1982, it was chic among other journalists to make fun of it -- for being
(literally) colorful, for having a huge weather map, for writing very short stories. And for declaring various quirky things to be new
trends. “Two is a trend,” other journalists snarkily said of USA Today’s philosophy. In other words, connections were being
declared based on thin evidence. See two people wearing pinky rings on the same day? Write a story about it!

The strength of “hidden” depends on how solid the connections are and how extensive the pattern is.

Rarity: If something is the first, the last or the only, it builds interest.

STRENGTH: How rare is it? One student said a particular festival had this value because it only happened once a
year. Not only is once a year not so rare, the event was regularly scheduled. Similarly, you couldn’t claim rarity

for a story about some person because “he’s our state's only incumbent governor now.”

Don’t overestimate the power of this factor. Rarity in itself doesn’t capture interest. If we pitched a story about a guy in Toronto
who owned the world’s only seven-ring binder, a U.S. college paper editor would not be intrigued.

Timeliness: The simplest to understand and apply. How recently did something happen, or how soon is it
expected to occur?

The only tricky part: There must be some specific time element crucial to the story. We eat food day in and day
out; you can’t claim timeliness for a story about nutrition with no other time peg.

STRENGTH: Obviously, it matters how long ago or far into the future the story’s time element occurs. Also consider how specific
the element is, and how narrow the window of time over which it occurs. Yes, a story about studying will get more interest on a
college campus when school is in session than when it’s out, but nine months is too broad a window to give this much of a boost.
On the other hand, a story about exam anxiety that runs during Finals Week does gain significantly from its timeliness.

To claim this value, you must have a good answer to this question: Why should we use this story now, and not six months from
now?
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This page titled 2.1: What Is News? is shared under a CC BY-NC 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by John Kroll and Kent
State University.
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2.2: Chapter Review

Key points

o News is what your audience doesn’t already know.

o News can only be judged in the context of the audience you’re trying to reach. The two ideas, news and audience, are
inextricably linked.

o Not all news is worth a story.

o While humans are curious animals, that curiosity has limits. You cannot rely solely on your audience’s ignorance to guarantee
they will pay attention to your story. You must find an angle that gives the audience reasons to be interested.

o Newsworthiness is determined by the number and intensity of the news values.

e Some core values, such as “prominence,” draw audiences directly. Others, such as “big numbers,” build on those core values,
multiplying their power.

o You should recognize and be able to explain these:

o Affiliation

o Basic needs

o Competition

o Follow-up

o Mysteries

o Opinion confirmation
o Personal profit or loss
o Prominence

o Quests

o Sorrow, anger, warm fuzzies
o Weird or funny

o Big numbers

o Call to action

o Characters

o Closeness to home

o Completeness and closure
o Disagreement

o Familiarity

o How-tos

o Hidden trends

o Rarity

o Timeliness

o Use this list when you are thinking of story ideas. If you can’t identify such values in your idea, you may need to consider an
angle -- an approach, a narrowing of the topic. Also use them when writing stories, to help you figure out what the most
important facts are.

e The more you know about a topic, the better your story idea will be.

e Good story ideas are specific and based on answers, not questions. Research before you pitch. That may include interviewing
people with knowledge, looking for research or exploring previous coverage, and being more aware of what’s going on around
you.

o Story pitches should describe the story in a way that makes the news values clear.

¢ You don’t have to use the labels this book applies to news values, but your description should mention examples of the story’s
strongest values.

This page titled 2.2: Chapter Review is shared under a CC BY-NC 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by John Kroll and Kent

State University.
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2.3: Optional Exercises

Look at a newspaper, news magazine, news website or TV news program. Examine the stories used. Do they include some of
the news values listed in this chapter? Which ones?

? Exercise 2.3.2

Talk about how to apply the news values to come up with story ideas.

One approach is to start with an issue, event, person or organization you think deserves coverage in your student media. Work
through the list. Which might be applied? For example, say there's a club at your school that trains service dogs. It's been
several years since anyone wrote about it. The group doesn't have any special events coming up; you just think it's time to
revisit. You might consider the "quests" value, by proposing a story about how one member worked through a year to train a
dog, as the core value. The value would be increased because the member is a student, like most readers (affiliation), on
campus (closeness to home); by focusing on one person and one dog, you can develop them as characters.

Another approach is to start with an ongoing news story and use the list to come up with stories that go beyond breaking news.
For example, say there's a state election coming up. The "competition" value is built into the coverage, but what can you do
beyond listing the candidates and issues on the ballot? A how-to story could explain voter registration. A disagreement story
could show how the two candidates clash on a key concern. A story about a tax issue could focus on basic needs and how
increasing the tax -- and the improvements that should result -- would directly affect voters.

This page titled 2.3: Optional Exercises is shared under a CC BY-NC 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by John Kroll and
Kent State University.
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3: Reporting Essentials

3.1: Reporting Essentials
3.2: Chapter Review
3.3: Optional Exercises

Why Reporting Matters

All news values, the things that make your story or news release newsworthy, rely on facts that must come from somewhere. But
where, and how do you find them? That’s reporting.

Some information is handed to you. The mayor’s going to be at the grand opening of a downtown store? City Hall probably makes
sure reporters are told when and where it’s happening and why it’s important.

But what if the mayor doesn’t want you to know the store was built on a toxic landfill? What if City Hall doesn’t know the store is
the first of its kind in your state? What if the administration knows the store owner developed the concept while a student at your
college, but doesn’t realize your audience would care?

If some of you are tuning out because you’re public relations majors who will be spoonfed information by your employers or
clients, tune back in!

The people you’re going to work for are not experts in news values. They won’t know what you need to do your job well.
Sometimes, they may not even want to help you, for reasons ranging from “not my job” to “I know better,” from “I’m too modest”
to “What’s in it for me?” You need reporting skills, too.

This page titled 3: Reporting Essentials is shared under a CC BY-NC 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by John Kroll and
Kent State University.
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3.1: Reporting Essentials

Don't plagiarize
We presume your school has a policy banning plagiarism in all classes. In journalism courses, that ban is even more important.
Because plagiarizing is such a serious offense, we list these guidelines both here and in the reference chapter on quotes. Note that

the guidelines are different in public relations.

Not using quotation marks indicates you have put the information in your own words. Omitting quotation marks but using all or
almost all of your source’s original wording is plagiarism.

o It’s plagiarism to use someone else's words without quotation marks or other indications (such as block quotes online) even if

you attribute the information to the source. It’s worse if you don’t attribute, but copying verbatim without attribution is still a

journalistic and academic sin.
o It’s plagiarism even if your source is a news release or an organization’s website. You cannot copy word-for-word the

description of a club from your university's website, for example, unless you put it in quotation marks and say where you got it.
o It’s plagiarism even if your source invites you to borrow the wording. The readers were not party to that agreement. They have a

right to know whether your writing is original.

Get it right

All good professional communicators share one passion: an fervent, undying, absolute commitment to getting the facts right.

We accept no compromises. “Almost correct” isn’t correct.

Verify

More than a hundred years ago, the many newspapers then serving the city of Chicago competed fiercely for news. Even so, they
realized it was a waste of resources for all of them to send reporters to every nook and cranny of the city.

They formed the City News Bureau. The bureau sent reporters into all key news locations. It had police reporters on the lookout
around the clock. Whatever the bureau’s reporters found was shared with every paper.

The bureau was a kind of boot camp. Young would-be reporters in those days normally started out in newsrooms as “copy boys,”
running errands for the real journalists. At the City News Bureau, they instead would be thrown directly into reporting.

The bureau was famous for its demanding and meticulous editors. A saying many journalists live by is thought to have originated
with a bureau editor: “If your mother says she loves you, check it out.”

What does that mean?
e Trust nobody. Verify everything.

e Sources lie. Or they get confused. Or they heard things wrong. That doesn’t matter. If an incorrect fact or a misspelled name

gets into a published story, it’s the reporter’s fault.
o Attributing facts to your sources isn’t good enough. Not if there was any way to independently confirm them. Generations of

City News Bureau reporters lived by that code. And they didn’t have the internet.

In this video, reporter Asha Glover talks about the difference between getting a fact wrong in a term paper and getting something

wrong when you're writing for publication.
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https://libretexts.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://human.libretexts.org/@go/page/382330?pdf
https://human.libretexts.org/Courses/Kent_State_University/Reporting_and_Writing_with_the_Audience_in_Mind/03%3A_Reporting_Essentials/3.01%3A_Reporting_Essentials

ZLibrelexts-

Watch on (2 YouTu

Video 3.1.1: Asha Glover: Check your own work | [youtu.be] |

Names

Whenever you talk to someone, ask them to spell their name. Then spell it back to them: “That’s J as in joker, O as in Oscar ...”
Never accept “it’s the common spelling.”

Some reporters instead hand their notebooks to sources and invite them to print their names. Even if you do that, read it back to
them to make sure you can decipher what they’ve written.

If you’re talking to someone in an official position, that’s enough. But if you interview some random person, go further. Far too
many reporters have been naive enough to quote the likes of Haywood Jablome and Jim Shue.

Yes, that means asking for ID. Or at least checking in some way. At some schools, an online directory provides information such as
name, grade level and major.

Sometimes the information in a directory may differ from what the source tells you. AP style will tell you to go with their
preference. If you're referring to someone by a name other than the one an editor would find online, you must let your editor know.
Otherwise, they might change the name, assuming you got it wrong.

Here's what professional communicators say about how to persuade students that spelling names correctly is critically
important.

"Would you care if your byline was wrong?" -- Kristen DelGuzzi Alltucker, newspaper editor
"Zero for the assignment. That usually wakes them up." -- Jackie Jones, journalism school dean

"If you can't correctly spell the name of someone you talked with, how can you be trusted to get ANYTHING else
right?" -- Teresa Dixon Murray, reporter

"I would almost always eliminate job applicants whose portfolios and tapes showed [spelling] errors. One such person
defended his error-ridden writing by telling me, "When you're in TV news, you don't need to know how to spell.’

"Among the common mistakes made by PR pros, few are as embarrassing -- and easily avoidable -- as misspelling a
journalist's name in a PR pitch." -- Steve Beale, PR trade publication editor

"You get it pretty quickly the next day when the principal, coach, father, mother, grandmother, grandfather, uncle,
aunt, brother and sister call you to complain. If you are really blessed, they all call.”" -- Tim Graham, sports page designer

"My first name has many spellings. I know it shouldn't matter to me, but as a child I never found a keychain, fake
license plate or other personalized item with my spelling. I am not Stacy, Stacey or Staci -- I am Stacie." -- Stacie
Paulsen Chandler, academic advisor
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"I interviewed a woman whose last name was, I thought, Kennedy. It sounded so normal that I never asked how it was
spelled. Her name was Canady. The city editor asked about it. I said, 'No excuses, my mistake.' He lit into me. I said,
'Listen, I wrote six stories yesterday ...' He stopped me and said, 'I thought you said no excuses.' From that day on, I
never took a name without asking the spelling -- from Jones to Smith, etc. ALWAYS." -- Eric Kinkopf, reporter

Phone numbers

Before you put any phone number into a story, call it to be sure it’s the right one.

Websites

Before you link to any website, try the URL in a browser. If you searched online to find the page, copy the URL from your browser
search bar and paste it when making the link.

Watch out for fake sites, especially if you’re aggregating news. Snopes.com, a great resource for sniffing out fakes of all kinds, has
a list of some of the most cited fake news sites. New ones spring up all the time, though. There’s more on this later in the chapter.

Addresses
Before you put any address into a story, look it up in Google Maps or something similar. Use the satellite view so you can be sure
the location looks like what it’s supposed to.

Times, dates, other basic info

Be wary of this kind of information. Look for a flyer, brochure or website confirming it. But don't trust those entirely. People make
mistakes. We tell reporters they should make at least one phone call for any story written based on a news release -- to confirm the
information's correct. (And also because news releases are even easier to fake than news stories.)

People often confuse dates. Ask about the day of the week, then check a calendar to make sure those match. If not, check with the
source again.

Students can be confused about their own status, saying they’re seniors when their progress only qualifies them as juniors, perhaps.
Check what they tell you against an online directory, if your school has one. If you see a discrepancy, ask them about it.

Numbers

Do the math. If a person is 25 years old but claims to have graduated from college six years ago, the numbers don’t add up and you
have to dig deeper. Basic arithmetic mistakes get past reporters because they don’t stop to think about them.

Other claims

If someone makes a verifiable claim, try to verify.

For example, if the president of a student club says it’s celebrating the 20th anniversary of the club’s founding, search whatever
archives you can (perhaps online issues of student media).

If the university says its newest hire has a Ph.D. from Harvard, at least search online to see if that seems to be true.
If a sorority tells you it raised $10,000 for charity, ask to see proof -- a bank deposit, a note from the charity, etc. This may feel

uncomfortable. Being a journalist often does.

Don't trust yourself

Even if your sources are all accurate, your story can end up wrong because you were sloppy. You misread your notes. You typed too
fast. You garbled a sentence. None of these are valid excuses. As that professional communicator Ice Cube said, "Check yourself
before you wreck yourself."

Don't guess

You know the old saying: “If you assume, you make an ass of U and me.” Don’t U be an ass. You interview a young woman on
campus and ask her major and year in school; she tells you. But does she go to your school, or is she just there visiting a friend?

This also applies to taking information from your notes. And if you can’t read your own writing, print or type your notes.
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Editors hate it when they ask a question about a story, such as “Did the bowling ball go through the window?” (that’s a real
question we heard an editor ask) and the writer replies “I think so.” Or, even worse, “It must have.”

If you don’t know something for certain, admit it. Never guess, not even if you know admitting ignorance will infuriate your
editor. Trust us, the editor will be even angrier if you guess and get it wrong.

Record interviews

This is the only way to guarantee your quotes are accurate.

Some states have "single consent" laws. As long as one party to the conversation is aware of and approves its recording, it’s legal.
Of course, most of the time you don’t want to conceal what you’re doing. And in some states, the law requires mutual consent. But
that should give you the confidence to push back if a source declines when you say you’re going to record. Tell them you’re doing
it so you can be sure you get their words right.

Learn how to calculate percentages

A lot of writers joke about how they got into the profession because they didn’t like math. That’s not funny.

You can find some basic advice online; just search. Until you feel confident about this, always check with someone wiser before
putting percentages into your story.

Copy and paste

You know plagiarism is wrong. You can’t pass off someone else’s work as your own. That’s not what this advice is about.

Rather, it refers to those bits of your story that, properly attributed, you quote from digital sources. If you have that material in a
format you can copy and paste, do so. That reduces the potential to introduce typos.

CcQ

Those two letters are journalism code for “this is correct, and I’ve double-checked it.” Writers or copy editors would circle names,
phone numbers and similar data in a story and write “CQ” next to them to indicate the next person who looked at the story didn’t
have to repeat the checking.

Different organizations and different instructors have different methods for indicating information has been CQed. Whatever
method you’re instructed to use, one thing is absolute: CQ must mean CQ. Did you really check?

Sources

A source is someone or something from which you get information.

Types of sources

Broadly speaking, reporters rely on three ways to get information.

People
You’ll use human sources for two things: information and opinion.

The people you interview for information should be knowledgeable. You can’t get blood from a stone; you can’t get good
information from people who don’t know any.

Imagine you’re writing a story about two candidates campaigning to be president of the country. A political science professor who
has studied American elections could be a qualified source; she has special knowledge of the history of presidential campaigns. But
what if the story is instead about two candidates campaigning to be president of student government? The history of U.S.
presidential elections doesn’t matter, so that same professor is not a qualified source.

The reverse would be true of the incumbent student body president. That person may not know anything special about federal
campaigns, but would have particular knowledge related to student government.

Some qualified sources are mere witnesses. A student who was in a local shop when a masked man entered and robbed the store is
a limited expert witness.
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The people you interview for opinions don’t need the same level of knowledge, but not everyone qualifies.

The student who was in the shop can tell you what she remembers, but her opinions about what the store should do to increase
security probably are uninformed. On the other hand, that political science professor knows so much about American elections that
her opinion about who’s likely to win is informed and potentially newsworthy.

Documents
You can get information in many ways: from websites and publications; in text, data or images.

The nonhuman sources you pick should be as authoritative as the people you choose to interview. Whenever possible, track
information down to its origin. If you find a good quote printed by another media outlet, see if there’s a video available so you
don’t get the words secondhand. If you have a news release explaining some new research, get a copy of the study itself.

Whenever possible, use human sources to check your understanding of documents. “From the data, it looks as if applications to the
school have fallen 10 percent in the last year. Does that sound right?”

Observation

If you really want to get the news firsthand, there’s only one way: Be there.

You can interview the subject of a personality profile for hours, but your story will still be thin unless you were able to observe the
person going about daily life. You can get several people to tell you a public meeting was heated and there was a lot of shouting,
but only if you were there can you be sure you’re getting the details that best capture the chaos.

And the best news stories are rich in detail.

When we were in journalism school, instructors drove that point home by telling us a story they assured us was true. Thing was,
several instructors, and later several editors, told different versions of the story, featuring different reporters and entirely different
accounts. The only thing that stayed the same was the punchline.

To honor those storytellers, we’ve taken some of the best parts of several versions and added a few bits of our own. But the story’s
still true, or at least truthy.

SATURDAYS AND SUNDAYS, the newspaper was put out by a skeleton crew. The youngest, rawest reporters had to work
weekends; it was a kind of hazing.

This Saturday, one young reporter was doing the rounds of the cop shops. She stopped at one police station after another,
flipping through the day’s reports to gather items of one sentence or less for what was called the blotter, a roundup of crimes
and misdemeanors.

Every weekend was the same. A couple of burglaries, some DUIs, vandalism. Reporters vied with each other to spot weird
nuggets to spice up the blotter, like a 7 a.m. report about missing lawn decorations that could show up in print as “Theft of
elf.”

The young reporter was half-heartedly perusing the reports at a suburban station while devoting most of her brain to
pondering lunch choices. She found it hard to concentrate on the blurry carbon-copied reports. Bored and hungry, she
skipped the last pages and shut her notebook.

The desk sergeant pulled the pile of reports back across his desk. As he did every time the young reporter showed up, he
asked her where she was going for lunch. She mumbled a response and got up.

This time, the sergeant asked, “Are you going to do anything with that weird accident on Old 44?”

The reporter shook her head automatically. There had been nothing of interest in the reports. But, as she took one step toward
the door, she thought about those last few ignored pages.

“What accident?”

The sergeant started to explain. The reporter took notes. When he was done, she raced out of the station, jumped into her car
and sped to Old State Route 44, then on to the county hospital.
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Back in the newsroom, her fingers flew over the keyboard. A county commissioner driving down the dirt road had come over
a hill to discover a dog lying in the sun, right in the middle of his lane. The commissioner swerved hard, skidded on the dirt
and flipped his car two and a half times, landing in a wire-mesh chicken coop.

To the driver’s own surprise, he was unhurt although upside-down. Unbuckling his safety belt, he crawled out his broken
windshield only to encounter a furious farmer.

The farmer swung a fast right hook at the commissioner, who ducked. They danced back and forth, the farmer punching and
jabbing, the politician playing a very successful defense.

The farmer’s wife came out and threw a bucket of cold water over her husband.

“Old Jake is full of pepper,” the wife told the reporter, “but he doesn’t have the stamina he used to. I was afraid he’d hurt
himself with all that to-do.”

When Jake calmed down, the commissioner wrote a check to cover the damage to the coop. He called his son to pick him up
and called his insurance agent to assess the damages and take care of the wrecked car.

By the time the son arrived, 20 minutes later, the farm couple and the commissioner were splitting a six-pack and exchanging
stories. They all shook hands and promised to stay in touch. The politician put down his Bud Light and followed his son to
the road.

That’s when six chickens that had fled the ruined coop ganged up on him in a mass pecking. Since they could only manage
awkward hop-flights, they could only reach his mid-thighs. He would have been fairly unscathed, except two cluckers got
tangled in his legs and he fell into the dust. Suddenly there were two dozens chickens on him, pecking at every inch of
exposed skin. His son and the farmers grabbed chickens and flung them away, but the birds waded back in as the rescuers
grabbed for more.

The commissioner ended up in the hospital with a nasty but not life-changing wound in his eye, along with a flock of other
cuts and bruises.

Delighted with her story, the young reporter turned it in to the crusty weekend news editor and sat back to await her well-
earned praise. She had never put as much effort into a story. She had quotes from the farmers, the politician, the son and the
doctors. She had CQ’d every name and verified the farm’s address. Every verb had punch; every paragraph was tight and to
the point.

There followed 10 minutes of silence. Finally, the editor looked up from the copy. He fixed a baleful eye on the reporter. He
had one question.

“What,” he asked, “was the name of the dog?”
The point of the story is simple: Every detail matters.

When you interview someone, don’t just take notes about what’s said. How does the person act? Fidgety? Stiff? What about the
surroundings? Is the desk messy or tidy? Are there photos all around or weird abstract art?

When someone tells you a story, don’t just listen. Press for details. What was the weather? What time was it? Who else was there?
If you can be there when the news happens, or go to the scene afterward, go. Look and listen. Where do the shadows fall? How
loud is the ticking of the clock? How much can you see from the supposed eyewitness’s window? What was the name of the dog?
Looking for human sources

You may think it's hard to come up with story ideas. Trust us: It's often much, much harder to find the right sources. We'll explain
more about this in the chapter about interviewing, but let's start with an overview.

What kind do you need?

If you’re reporting on a specific event -- for example, the university changing two restaurants in the student center -- you’ll want to
talk to the person who made the decision. That will be someone working for the university with responsibility for the center. You
probably also want to talk to the managers of the two new places, and possibly the managers of the previous spots.
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The same is true for all sorts of stories: Who is in charge? Who made the decision? Who’s directly involved?

What if the story isn’t so specific? A law has been passed discriminating against certain types of people. Some potential sources are
directly connected to the law: the legislators who wrote the bill, those who voted for or against it, an official from the agency in
charge of enforcing the new law. But what about those affected by it? What about expert opinions about its constitutionality?

It may seem your task is too big. You’ve got a world of choices, and no obvious place to start. That’s not true.

Your choices are limited by practicality. How much time do you have? Who are you working for? (That can affect whether top
sources will bother to talk to you.) What are the most important facts you need, and who’s most likely to have them?

How can you find them?

Once you know the types of sources you need, you have to figure out exactly who fits the bill.

Previous stories: Look at coverage of the same topic, whether by your organization or other media. See what sources they used.
This can include not only your student media but also local news sites.

Source pools: Schools and trade organizations gather experts. Got a story about personal finance? Look up local trade groups
representing financial advisers or other relevant professionals.

College students have a diverse pool of experts close to home: professors. To find one who’s right for you, start with a department’s
faculty page. Click on individual profs to see their specific research interests, or ask the department chairman or secretary which
professor knows what you need. Or ask your university's public relations team. That's one of the things the PR people are there for:
to help journalists find the right sources from within their organization.

Referrals: Good reporters keep lists of every person they’ve met related to the stories they cover. They don’t just reuse the same
names. The list also ties them into a much bigger network. The reporter may have met only three nuclear physicists; maybe none of
them knows about the next story she’s working on. But each of those physicists probably knows dozens, if not hundreds, of others
in the same field.

You haven’t built up a list of experts, but you have friends, family, co-workers, and professors. Who do they know?

Social media can link you to a massive network. Even students with no experience and few followers can try a post in a Facebook
group or other social media asking for help.

Connections: If you can’t get a personal introduction, maybe you can take advantage of a broader connection. Journalists look for
ties they hope will make sources more likely to cooperate.

As students, you have a pool of potential sources likely to be sympathetic to your needs: your school's alumni. Need a lawyer with
knowledge of immigration law? Go to LinkedIn.com and type a few relevant words into the search bar, including the name of your
school.

Cast a wide net

A common problem is to fixate on one source. If that interview falls through, the story’s sunk.

Almost any fact can be gotten at from different angles. For example, a student wanted to report on the closing of a local
entertainment spot. He approached the owner. Twice, the owner agreed to interviews, but then refused to answer questions about
why the place had closed or what would happen next.

End of story? It shouldn’t be. Potential alternative sources included:

o The building’s landlord. If the place was closing because of failure to pay the rent, surely the landlord would know. No matter
what the reason, most likely the landlord would have some hint. Property owners are registered with the county. Many counties
make those records available online.

e Nearby owners. People in the same business tend to know each other’s business. The reporter might end up with rumors instead
of facts, but that could spur more reporting and allow for sharper questions the original owner might feel compelled to answer.

o City officials. Politicians and others in government will care about businesses coming and going. Who represents the
neighborhood at City Hall? Who’s in charge of business permits or liquor licenses?

@ https://human.libretexts.org/@go/page/382330



https://libretexts.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://human.libretexts.org/@go/page/382330?pdf

LibreTexts*

o Entertainers. Closing an entertainment venue usually means cancelling scheduled gigs. Did the owner say why? This would be
second-hand sourcing, but if the owner told several groups the same thing, that’s worth reporting.

Sometimes reporters get a single source and stop because they’ve gotten enough information for the story. Again, deadline pressure
can make this an attractive option.

But any good news story uses just a small percentage of the reporting behind it. Writing a news story should be an exercise in
selectivity. You pick the best quotes, the most important facts, the most interesting and relevant anecdotes. If you only have enough
to fill a story, you’ve probably lowered your standards too far.

In this short video, reporter Asha Glover encourages you to seek out as many sources as you can.

Watch on (3 YouTube

Video 3.1.2: Asha Glover: Talk to everyone | Watch on YouTube [youtu.be](opens in new window) | Transcript(opens in new

window)

Not too close
We suggested asking friends or family to suggest sources. That’s fine. Using friends or family as sources? That’s not so fine.

Different media organizations have different standards about whether to allow closely associated sources or what kind of notice to
readers is required when they’re used. Major news organizations usually don’t allow reporters to use family members or close
friends as sources. Many go much further, even forbidding reporters to interview the relatives of any staff member.

Ethical sourcing

You know that truth is the bedrock of professional communications, so you won't completely make up sources. But other
temptations await.

Right to reply
We've mentioned balance -- representing all sides of an issue. The right to reply is related.

Say your team just won its homecoming football game. The quarterback, star of the game, talks to the media afterward. He says he
called his own plays, ignoring the head coach’s choices “because they were stupid.”

If you write the story without giving the coach a chance to respond, you’ve violated two principles. First, you haven’t verified the
information. Maybe the coach says the QB’s blowing smoke. Second, you’ve let someone attack the coach without an opportunity
for rebuttal.

Whether the criticism is leveled at someone in power or someone at the bottom, whether it’s aimed at people or organizations, you
should give the other side a right to reply. That may mean going back to sources interviewed earlier. It could mean getting blamed
for the criticism when you repeat it to them. That's part of the job.

The target of the criticism may choose not to respond. You must tell the audience, with a sentence such as "X declined to comment
on the allegation." You need to show you tried to be fair.
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Ignoring the right to reply isn't just unethical; it can be very expensive.

One example came up just as we were finishing this textbook. A news outlet in Jackson Hole, Wyoming, published a profile
about a young man who had earned honors for a project focusing on domestic abuse. It was one of those "local boy makes
good" stories newsrooms love. Good news makes everybody happy.

But this story didn't make one person very happy: The young man's estranged father. In the story, the reporter said the father
had abused his son. In at least one place, that accusation wasn't even attributed to the son, so it appeared that the reporter was
declaring it a fact.

The reporter never tried to reach the father, apparently relying only on the word of the young man and his mother. The reporter
never sought out court records that might verify the claims.

In fact, in a court case, the father had been cleared of allegations of abuse.
The father sued the news outlet. He won. And he was awarded $25 million.

Some commentators saw this as bad news for journalists. With the industry's finances so poor, one big judgment could wipe
out a newsroom. And, they said, with all the pressure to produce lots of stories, reporters don't have time to ... um ... report, so
of course the reporter didn't ask the right questions.

We see it as bad news for bad journalists. No matter how pressed for time you are, some ethical considerations cannot be
ignored.

Diversity

Key concept: Ethical reporting is representative of the community it covers.

Avoid the human tendency to keep to your own group. We all have our groups. Even if your coterie of friends includes people of
many races and gender identities, it’s probably limited in other ways: They’re all around your age, or they all come from the same
community or they all have the same major.

For class assignments, you might only interview a handful of people about a limited number of topics. Even then, examine your
choices. Did you take the easy way out, talking only to people like you, only people you feel comfortable around?

The SPJ website offers several tips for diversifying your sources. Many of them boil down to this: Break out of your shell. Read
sites you normally wouldn't. Look for people on social media who aren't part of your circle. Find sources your media outlet hasn't
used before.

Finding diverse sources isn't just about stories that deal with minority issues. A column in the Phil Delta Kappan argued for
considering diversity all the time. It quotes an Atlantic writer:

"I don’t think you can make every story perfectly balanced ... but I think you can just try to make sure that other voices ...
are being heard in a way that ensures the story is really being told to the fullest.”

Phantoms

Reporting is hard. Sometimes you just know something is true, but proving it seems like too much of an effort.

BAD: Many students think the new menu options taste terrible.

BAD: The audience loved the show.

BAD: The average student doesn’t know where the journalism school is.

BAD: Most professors would agree that laziness is the biggest cause of low grades.

Even if one of these statements is true, how can you prove it? Did you interview everyone in the audience?

Don’t pretend to have broader sourcing than you do. Be honest with your audience. In this case, truthfulness is even more
important for those in public relations. If you write that “most consumers prefer Snuggies diapers over other leading brands,”
you’ve made a product claim. If you can’t back it up with solid evidence, you’ve broken the law.
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Looking for document sources

The internet has made it much easier to get your hands on relevant information. Among other things, this allows you more ways to
verify what your human sources tell you.

What do you need?

Background: Grab any material your human sources or the organizations you’re covering offer you: pamphlets, handouts, news
releases. Check their websites. Use a search engine to find other relevant sites or previous stories.

Data: In interviews, sources may mention a “huge” increase or a “significant” decline. Ask for the numbers -- the full data set, not
just two numbers.

One student wrote a powerful story about a woman who’d been raped. Her story initially began by referring to an epidemic of
campus rapes around the country and specifically at our school. That was based on comments some sources had made.

Her instructor searched the university website and found its annual report on campus crimes. The numbers, based on all reports, not
just those leading to convictions, showed no significant change for years. And the percentage of reports per 1,000 students was far
below the estimated national average.

The woman’s story was powerful on its own. The original, apparently false reference to a local epidemic, intended to make the
story more significant by making it part of a trend, would have weakened it.

Originals: As we’ve said before, secondhand sourcing isn’t good. Even if you need humans to interpret the original documents for
you, having the papers, PDFs or web pages is best.

Not only will the originals make your writing more authoritative, it will also allow you to increase your credibility with the
audience. Readers today expect to be able to click through to the original research paper or arrest report.

Images: Thanks to digital imaging and the internet, you don’t have to be somewhere to see what’s happening. Photos and videos
put you on the scene. That allows you to write with more authority and be more descriptive. (Just be very careful; fakes are
everywhere these days.)

How can you find them?

Ask: Many organizations and individuals love to share documents, especially those designed to make them look good. Search
relevant websites: Companies, colleges, and major organizations have more information on their sites than anyone working for
them realizes.

Google: Even after using the search bar on an individual website, it’s worth seeing if Google could find more there. (Type your
search terms into Google followed by site:myschool.edu (that is, your school's internet domain name) to search only the
university’s site.) Search the whole web -- and go past the first page of results. If you’re writing about an issue on campus, search
more broadly to see if it’s come up elsewhere. Use the specialized video or image searches as well.

Check archives: In addition to the websites of online publications, many schools have digitized historical student media. These are
fantastic sources.

Use online tools: College libraries often offer access to current and historical newspapers through outside databases. And, of
course, they have rich collections of academic journals. That’s a resource many professional writers envy; those databases and
journals cost a lot.

Authenticating sources
Poor sources or too few will sink any news writing. The temptation for student journalists is to rely only on those sources easiest to
reach. Good reporters do more.

Identity

You see a social media post from a celebrity. Can you flatly attribute it to that person? (No, not even if it’s from a “verified” social
media account. Who knows who actually typed that post?)

Verification has always been important. Technology has made it both easier and harder than ever.
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On the one hand, people and organizations create massive paper (er, pixel) trails online. We can look up your name and probably
quickly find facts including where you went to high school and whether you’ve got a criminal record.

On the other, we could create a fake history for you by building lookalike websites, spoofing your number on Caller ID and

Photoshopping you into images.
Fake websites are one key to the “fake news” trend. Some warning signs:

e Does it look legitimate? Most “real” sites have a clean design. Suspect those with clashing colors, odd fonts, very poor
grammar, lots of misspellings or broken images.

o Is the URL what you expect? Is it nytimes.com or nytimescom.co?

o What’s on the rest of the site? Does it have only a handful of pages? Is there a “contact us” link that includes a phone number or
address, or just an email form?

e Does it admit it’s a joke? Look for a page on the site saying it’s a satire.

o Does the headline match the story? Even if the headline’s written dramatically to attract clicks, the story may stick to the facts,
or fail to back up the headline.

o Does the story include sources? Most legitimate stories and news releases have some attribution.

¢ Does the story have links? It’s easier to make up one phony story than a whole network of pages.

¢ Do the links support the story? A common trick is to make wild statements citing online sources that do discuss the topic, but
don’t say anything like what the fake story does.

o Does the story have an author? Most legitimate stories will credit a writer or a news service; many news releases will include a
media contact.

e Does the author have a history? Most legitimate pros will be on LinkedIn or have some other online presence.

¢ Does the story ring true? Don’t leave your common sense behind. If a story sounds too good to be true, it usually is.
Extraordinary claims require extraordinary proof.

o Are the photos authentic? You can’t always tell a Photoshopped image by looking at it. Investigate further by pasting the
image’s location (URL) into a site such as Tineye.com or Google’s image search. Look for almost-duplicates that could indicate
tampering; check the posting dates to see if an old photo’s being passed off as new; check the captions on the first-posted
versions to make sure the one you saw was described accurately.

Authority

Authority doesn’t have to mean having a title. If you’re writing about reaction to a change in menu options at dining halls, students
who eat at them can authoritatively speak about their experiences. However, no individual student would be an authority on how all
students feel, or on whether the changes affected sales.

Does the source have first-hand knowledge? If you’re reporting on an event, being there yourself is best. Interviewing eyewitnesses
is next-best. Everything else — whether it’s from official reports or not — comes third.

Does the source have expert knowledge or experience? If a civilian and a soldier both witness a shooting, the soldier’s likely to
have a better understanding of what happened than someone who is not familiar with guns.

Bias
Who’s your favorite musician? If I interview you about that person, you’re going to say good things, right? You have a bias in favor
of your favorites, which will color your responses.

Biases are inevitable. But journalists try to rely on people with less bias in regard to the topic. That’s not always possible. So
journalists at least ensure they understand their sources’ biases and put them in context. To do so, you must be able to answer

several questions.

Can you use the source’s name? In journalism, an “anonymous source” is one who is known to the reporter, but not identified to
the audience. The practice has a long history, but it is always dangerous. The best practice is to avoid anonymous sources. If you
think you have to, ask these further questions:

o Is the story important enough? Don’t bother granting anonymity to someone telling you they liked the ice cream at a street fair.
o Is the source necessary? Could you get the same kind of content from someone else, or in another way?

@ 0 e 3.1.11 https://human.libretexts.org/@go/page/382330


https://libretexts.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://human.libretexts.org/@go/page/382330?pdf

LibreTexts"

¢ Does the source have a good reason to get anonymity? Don’t grant it lightly. Would they risk losing their job or even their life if
their identity was revealed? Those are good reasons. They’re just modest? No. (If you do use an anonymous source, your story
should briefly explain why they’re anonymous, and identify them as much as possible: “a neighborhood resident who asked for
anonymity because of ongoing threats.”)

o Is it fair? The worst practice is letting anonymous sources offer unverifiable criticism.

Do you know the source’s likely biases? If you ask a Republican and a Democrat to tell you who won a presidential debate, their
party affiliations will affect what they say. You can’t avoid sources with biases completely. However, you should alert your readers
to those potential biases in the story, and try to provide balance.

Do you know your own biases? If what a source says confirms your own opinions, you’re likely to trust it more.

Can you verify facts through other sources? The more people, publications or web sources agree on a fact, the likelier it is to be
true. However, be sure you’re not just seeing duplicates of the same ultimate source. Online, for example, a mistake made on
Wikipedia can be repeated over and over by other websites. Try to track stories to their original sources.

Do the source’s actions back up his or her statements? If your mom says she loves you, but your siblings get all her time and
money, you at least need an explanation.

Does the source have a history of accuracy and reliability? Liars gonna lie.

Context

You can collect all essential facts for a news story and still not have enough to write a useful article if you don't dig deep enough to
help the readers understand not just what happened, but what it means and how it fits into ongoing narratives.

Lack of context is especially a problem for student media. The collective memory of most of the audience goes back no more than
four years -- as it relates to stories about the school, anyway. It's difficult to understand the significance of many events unless you
know what came before.

That's not to say context is unimportant in professional media. Stories that fail to provide background make readers unsettled. It's a
basic human desire to want to fit what we know into a coherent narrative. Faced instead with apparently disjointed incidents, we
retreat from the news.

A student reported on plans to build a new home for a unit within the university that had outgrown its 40-something-year-old
building. His first draft included the expected price, the square footage, the improvements. It had quotes from students and faculty
about the shortfalls of the existing building. He had thoroughly covered the essential facts. It was an acceptable story.

But it wasn't a good story -- not yet. We pointed out several ways he could improve it by providing context, from the smallest
individual facts to the biggest overall narratives.

e The new building was expected to cost $65 million. How did that compare with the cost of other recent construction? How did
that compare with the price of the existing building when it went up in the 1970s?

e The new building would have 150,000 square feet. How did that compare with the old building that was too small? That figure
sounds big, but readers probably don't have a mental image of how big. What building on campus is closest in size?

¢ The new construction wouldn't start for at least a couple years. What other construction projects were in the works before then?
The university had put up several buildings recently. When was the last time there wasn't a building going up on campus?

In several other stories, we prodded students to look beyond the boundaries of the campus.

o Students in an aeronautics program were falling behind because there weren't enough flying instructors. What seemed like a
story about bad program management turned out to be about a national pilot shortage that had been going on for several years.

e The campus was gaining several full-service Starbucks outlets. That remained the key point, but the story also explained
Starbucks was targeting colleges because it had run out of other locations to put up shops. The new food service provider had
been partnering with Starbucks for several years and got close to 20% of its revenue from coffee sales.

o The school had been one of a few to sell beer inside the football stadium when it started about 25 years earlier; it was now being
visited by administrators from other colleges considering similar plans. Research in student media archives showed that the '90s
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decision to sell beer was the second time that had happened. The university had ended decades of dry games about 40 years ago,
only to turn off the beer taps just a few years later when the drinking age was raised to 21.

As you work on stories, ask yourself key questions.

o Has this happened before?

e How long has this been happening?

o Is this happening anywhere else?

e Why is this happening?

e How big or small is that number compared to similar things?

This page titled 3.1: Reporting Essentials is shared under a CC BY-NC 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by John Kroll and
Kent State University.
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3.2: Chapter Review

Key points

e Nearly correct isn’t correct.

o Every fact in your writing is important, and absolute accuracy is the goal. Don’t guess.

o If your mother says she loves you, check it out.

¢ It’s not enough to say “But that’s what the source told me.” If a fact is checkable, check it. Call phone numbers to make sure
they’re correct. Copy URLs from your browser before pasting them into a link, then click on those links to make sure they’re
working properly.

e You can’t get good information from people who don’t know any.

o Seek authoritative sources, but not just authority figures. Those who are affected by a policy are as important as those who
created it or enforce it.

o What was the name of the dog?

o The best news stories are rich in detail. The best way to get that detail is to go to the scene. Look around. Pay attention to what
you see, hear, taste, touch. If you can’t do that, the next best thing is to pump your sources for specifics.

o Searching for good sources takes effort. Consult previous stories. Ask people you know for referrals. Use social media. You’ll
have more luck if you look for people you already have a connection to, such as someone who also went to your school.

e Don’t take the easy way out. Avoid classmates, friends or employers.

o Whenever possible, track information down to its source.

o Look for original documents -- studies, memos, court records. Don’t write about a research study if you’ve only read the news
release.

o Don’t get fooled by phony websites.

¢ You should be able to explain and demonstrate at least some of these ways of authenticating a web page.

o Does site look legit?

o Is URL what you expect?

o What's on rest of site?

o Does it admit it's a joke?

o Does headline match story?
o Does story name author?

o Does author have history?
o Does story include sources?
o Does story have links?

o Do links support story?

o Are photos authentic?

o Does story sound true?

e Don’t allow biased sources to bias your reporting.
e You should be able to explain and demonstrate these checks on proper sourcing.

o Can you name sources?

o Is source reliable?

o Do you know sources' biases?
o Can you verify information?

o Do you know your own biases?
o Are sources representative?

o Stories that fail to provide background make readers unsettled.
o Nothing is big or small on its own, only in comparison to other things. Show your reader.
¢ Look beyond your own memory and beyond the campus boundaries. Has this happened before? Is this happening elsewhere?

This page titled 3.2: Chapter Review is shared under a CC BY-NC 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by John Kroll and Kent
State University.
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3.3: Optional Exercises

? Exercise 3.3.1

Examine some longform nonfiction stories. Make a note of every source, human or documentary, that's attributed.
For each source, try to figure out:

o What did this source contribute to the story?
o What made this source relevant and knowledgeable?
o What did it probably take for the reporter to find and use this source?

This page titled 3.3: Optional Exercises is shared under a CC BY-NC 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by John Kroll and
Kent State University.
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CHAPTER OVERVIEW

4: How to Find Stories

4.1: How to Find Stories
4.2: Chapter Review
4.3: Optional Exercises

Why finding stories matters

All the reporting and writing skills in the world will get you nowhere if you don't have a story to cover. In some cases, you may get
lucky: An editor will assign you something to cover. You still have to find the newsworthy elements within, but you've got a big
start. But most professional communicators can't just sit around waiting for a boss to drop a topic into their laps.

This page titled 4: How to Find Stories is shared under a CC BY-NC 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by John Kroll and

Kent State University.
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4.1: How to Find Stories

How to find stories

Some professional communicators are assigned "beats," or specific topics to cover. This narrows the range of available story ideas,
but has the advantage of allowing the reporters to identify key sources of potential ideas more easily. Others may be "general
assignment," available to propose or be assigned to any type of story on almost any topic. All of them need the same basic skills.

Methods

A good reporter doesn't rely on just one way to find stories.

Passive

One step removed from just waiting for an editor are a set of ways stories may be found without much effort. People who have a
story to tell may already be looking for a way to get their message to the public.

News releases: Before the internet, companies and organizations that wanted to spread a message needed a mediator:
the news media. News releases (also called press releases) targeted editors and reporters, trying to convince them to
share the news with their audiences.

Although the internet makes it possible for anyone to bypass the news media, news releases are still used. Many
companies and organizations have a section of their websites devoted to hosting these. In addition, or instead of that, they may use
a service such as PRNewswire or Business Wire, which handle the broad distribution of releases and also host them online. Both of
those sites have search bars you can use to look for issuing organizations or likely topics.

If you expect to cover a beat in the long term, you can ask about getting on email lists to have releases sent to you as well.

Announcements and email: News releases are usually used for information intended for the general public. When
{ a companies or organizations want to reach just their customers, clients or members, they send targeted announcements
k -- usually, these days, through email.

If you're a part of the intended audience, you'll get those announcements. For example, university students will get
emails, many of which contain important or interesting news.

But remember: News is what your audience doesn't already know. They're getting the same emails you are, so merely rehashing
what was in the announcement isn't helping.

Think about what you can add:

¢ What wasn't said? What details seem to be missing? Is there vague language that might be hiding bad news?

o What's the context? Can you dig up history related to the announcement? Find out if the same kind of thing is happening
elsewhere?

o What's the reaction? Talk to the people most affected by the news. Yes, this may mean delaying your story -- but a story that's
up quickly but has nothing readers don't already know is actually worse than posting nothing at all. You're training the readers
to avoid your site if they want to learn things.

o What does it mean? Official announcements are often couched in bland language or obscured by legalisms. One of a reporter's
roles is to translate bureaucratese into English.

Tips: The same internet that allows companies and organizations to bypass the news media allows every individual

«~ \ {r~ the same power. Fortunately for journalists, not everyone who has something to say takes advantage of that. Some
people still want to tell a reporter and let them spread the story. Or someone may not even realize what they know is
worth telling.

If you're covering a beat and people get used to seeing your name associated with certain kinds of stories, you may get purely
voluntary tipsters. Even if you're that lucky, it's best to work on ways to encourage tips:
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e Add notes to published stories asking for more information. For example, one published story about a professor accused of
harassing a student might include a note offering students who know of similar cases a way to report those to you.

o Get your editor to include a box on the news site -- or even on every page -- inviting readers to "tell us your news." Never
overestimate how well the public understands how news media work. They may think the newsroom magically knows
everything going on. A simple reminder may stir up some tips.

¢ Always ask anyone you interview if they have any other story ideas. And let them know that if they think of any in the future,
they should let you know.

Look online

The internet may have reduced the news media's power as the only way to reach the public, but it's also provided ways to find
stories faster and more efficiently.

a Google: Alas, Google searches aren't as helpful as they once were. You'll have to wade through ads and AI and loads
of sites that steal news and repackage it. But using a search engine -- whether Google or something else -- is still the
g best way to broadly look for what's out there.

Learn to target your searches by including just the right keywords. Put quotation marks around the words or phrases
you want to ensure show up in the results.

Use Google Alerts to set up searches that send their results to you automatically. Simply putting your university's name in quotation
marks may turn up ideas -- perhaps a former professor who's doing something newsworthy elsewhere, for example. (You still may
need to scroll through a lot of sports stories to find those, but it's worth it.) If you're interested in a particular topic -- say, legal
marijuana -- you can try those words along with "college" or "university" to find stories about what's going on at other campuses.

o Other media: The earliest newspapers borrowed stories from other papers. Of course, by the time a paper from far
/a

N
) local readers.

away made it to the newsroom in the 1700s, the stories might be weeks or months old, but they were still news to

It's much faster to look at other media today. You may run into paywalls, but a lot of news is still free. Keep an eye
on news sites of all types in your area. If your reporting is aimed at a college student audience, track down news sites at other
colleges in your state, your school's athletic conference or so on.

What are they reporting? Are there general topics you could adapt? A story about how students at one university decorate their
dorm rooms might inspire you to try the same thing. Do you see echoes of stories you've already seen at your school? Building on
what's already been reported by showing that it wasn't just a My College issue could be interesting. Sometimes, it may be that an
event at another school is interesting enough on its own that your readers would care.

Archives: Many news organizations have taken advantage of the "long tail" -- the ability of even very old stories to

attract a bit of web traffic -- by putting their archives online. For commercial news sites, those archives are usually
behind a paywall. But college papers often make their archives free, usually through the campus library site, and they
may go back more than a century thanks to scanning technology.

Archives can provide many kinds of story ideas. Look back five, 10, 25, 50 years to find events that can be turned into anniversary
memories. When an old building is renovated or torn down, recap its history. Find out how a policy has changed: When was
smoking forbidden? Are there stories about students evading the new rule? Just browsing through old issues may turn up interesting
facts. Once, we discovered that a couple of professors had introduced the school's first LGBTQ+ course, years ago -- and went
through the same battles that were happening today.

Social media: Where does your audience talk online? Instagram? TikTok? Reddit? You don't have participate if you
don't want to, but you can observe. What's the buzz?

You must be careful. You don't know who's hiding behind a screen name or whether they're telling the truth. Real
reporting will be required. But let's say you notice someone on a subreddit devoted to your university who's asking
how to find friends. If you DM them and arrange to meet in person to verify who they are, that could turn into a story of general
interest about how lonely students build relationships.
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Get out

There's a whole world out there, abounding with stories. Even if you're shy about talking to people, you can find some of them by
getting out of your room.

Walls and doors: What's posted there? Is someone trying to start a band and needs a drummer? Someone offering a

phone line where you can anonymously apologize for anything? Don't rush past the bulletin boards. Stop and look.
Go into buildings you don't normally visit.

Clothes and accessories: Look at what people in your audience are wearing. (Please don't stare too long!) Are you
seeing the same fashion label? Maybe that's a trend story. Several T-shirts advertising a band you've never heard of?
Maybe it's a hidden favorite. Is it the worst of winter and a few guys are still walking around in shorts? That's a story.

Keep your eyes open: Just ... keep looking and listening, questioning and thinking. Maybe you notice several local
@ stories going out of business. Why all at once? Or you walk into a classroom a few weeks into the semester and sit

down without thinking about it, only to realize everyone's staring at you because that's not "your" seat. That's how

one of our students got the idea for a story about "unassigned assigned seats" -- the way students quickly stake their
territory.

It's even OK to eavesdrop at the local coffee shop or to conversations in between classes. (Just don't be too obvious; don't pull out
your phone and start recording!) An innocent curiosity is a good thing for a reporter.

Talk to people

Notice that the title of this section isn't "talking to sources." You know that it's common to refer to the people you interview for
stories as sources. Journalists use the same term to refer to people they get ideas from. But students sometimes get stuck on the idea
that they can only talk to sources when they've already got a story to use those sources in.

Not only does that mean passing up a lot of opportunities to hear about great ideas, it can make your interviews harder -- harder to
get and harder to get much out of. If the first and only time you talk to someone is when you have a story to pursue, you've made it
into a lopsided transaction: You need something from them; they probably don't need anything from you. You're like a panhandler
begging on the street.

Developing relationships before you need something makes it easier to ask. So, if you want to find ideas, use your feet: Go ask!

ﬁ Officials: People in authority are, we usually presume, aware of what's going on underneath them. They're often the
,ﬁ.. first people you think of as potential sources. So you've got a lot of reasons to seek them out for story ideas.

Don't just march in, though. Prepare first. Show them you cared enough to research: What are they in charge of?
Which departments report to them? How long have they been in charge? What did they do before? What stories have
they featured in recently?

When you set up an appointment, let them know why. They'll be wondering if you have something specific in mind, so they can
prepare. Be honest. Tell them you're looking for story ideas. If you're covering a beat they're involved in, tell them that; let them
know you want to get familiar with the territory.

You can simply ask if they have story ideas, but you're the journalist. They may not realize that something is a good potential story.
So ask questions such as:

¢ What's new?

o What don't students understand about your job or your department?
e What's your biggest concern?

¢ Who else should I talk to?

Before you march in to the president's office and ask for a chat, though, be realistic: The more responsibility someone has, the
busier they are. Especially if you don't have a beat and you're just trolling for ideas, the biggest bosses probably won't have time for
you.
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Same principle works for government: The governor wouldn't sit down with some student who's just curious, but a local
councilperson might.

Staff: You know who might have some time? The staff. The secretaries, the clerks, the second assistant vice
presidents who no one ever talks to.

. n If you've set up an interview with, say, a dean, arrive a bit early and chat with the executive assistant. Maybe bring
them a doughnut. And just ... be nice. Don't ignore them. Say hi. They know at least as much as their boss does about
what's going on.

Thought leaders: Professors aren't just lecturers. They're experts in something or other. What are they researching?
C{ﬁ‘% What perspectives do they have about outside events?

They're also experts in teaching (we hope). And how teaching is done is a topic of interest to an audience of college
students. What do they wish students knew? What changes have they made to the way they teach?

Lots of other people around you have expertise you can tap into for story ideas. When you're talking to your own adviser, can you
slip in a few questions about what the most common issues are that they hear about from students?

Are you interested in mental health? Some calls might land you a local therapist who's willing to talk about common issues.

Lots of people -- even professors! -- have hobbies, outside interests. Say you learn that a prof does some music producing on the
side. The industry's been massively changed by social media. What ideas could the prof offer about how that affects students who
want to be musicians, or already have a garage band?

Group leaders: The president of the campus D&D club isn't exactly an official, but they do have an inside view of a
world invisible to most students. Leaders of fraternities and sororities can tell you about planned events, but can also
tell you what they're hearing from their members about a lot of things -- academic, emotional, social.

Think about anyone whose position has them meeting lots of other people. Ministers? Someone in student
government?

Invisible people: A standard journalism cliche is the reporter from out of town who flies in to cover big news and
interviews the cab driver that takes them to the hotel. It's considered lazy; you just talked to the first person you met.
But there's some actual logic: People talk to cab drivers just to do something, or they talk to each other as if the driver
wasn't there. Cab drivers hear things.

So do bartenders. Baristas. The guy who has a hot dog cart in front of the county courthouse.

Don't march up to a random barista and demand story ideas. But is there one you regularly see? Smile at them (you should be doing
that anyway, of course). Chat a bit. Let them know you're looking for stories.

In this video, a veteran reporter talks about how he developed story ideas by making connections with people you wouldn't think
were top sources.
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[ "_1_ = Puente: Inhabit your beat

Video 4.1.1: Mark Puente: Inhabit your beat | Watch on YouTube [www.youtube.com] | Transcript(opens in new window)

@@ People: Just anyone. Everybody is a potential source of story ideas. But what do you do, just stop anyone on the

4
n street?
¥ No. Not just anyone, and not just on the street. Think more creatively.

If you're covering a beat, we'd tell you to figure out where the people related to your beat hang out. There's a small food counter in
the architecture building; do those students use it and sit around there at lunch? If you're looking for stories about the architecture
school, you could do worse than stopping by some of those tables.

OK: That's scary. Talk to strangers? When you're just looking for ideas? It works for some intrepid reporters. But you're young-ish,
and new-ish, and maybe shy-ish. Don't despair.

You talk to people every day. Friends, roommates, classmates. Think about the categories they might fall into that could give you
insight into worlds most of your readers are unfamiliar with. Do they use a wheelchair? What do they know about getting around
campus or around the city that most students wouldn't realize? Are they gamers, or jocks, or cyclists? Do they have a major that's
rare, or one known for being difficult? Are they in some way a minority -- by race, ethnicity, religious, gender, sexuality?

One student used to room with an architecture major who talked about how difficult that was and how many students dropped the
major, or even dropped out entirely, after a year or so. Our student verified that with data, talked to more students and had a great
story. He also learned that architecture students had to buy their own chairs, and at the start of every school year they'd have to
make a pilgrimage from their dorm to the classroom building, rolling their chair along. Another great story!

Don't be so blunt as to say, "Give me a story idea." But do ask: What bugs you? What don't you understand about this place? What
have you heard within your group?

You: Yes, you. Story ideas are floating around inside your brain right now. Asking yourself the right questions can

o bring them out: What don't you understand about this place? What are you curious about? What surprised you? Have
you noticed how often students and professors ignore the signs that say you're not supposed to bring food or drink
into classrooms? Were you surprised to learn that some of the regional campuses have their own sports teams?

Psychology

When you rely on people, powerful or not, for story ideas -- or quotes, or anything else you need as a reporter -- you must use what
we call people skills.

Respect: No matter whether you're talking to a U.S. senator or the kid behind the counter at Chipotle, be respectful. Look them in
the eye. Don't smirk or roll your eyes. Most of all: LISTEN! And prove you're listening by responding to what they say.

Common courtesy is so uncommon that it will earn you brownie points you can cash in when you need help.

Sincerity: As the saying goes, if you can fake that, you've got it made. But seriously: Be honest.
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Openness: Most people love to help others. If you approach them respectfully and sincerely, they will want to answer your
questions. Give them a chance to do that.

Favors: A good journalist will report the truth, even if it's about a person or institution they will have to keep covering. You
shouldn't hold back an important story or look the other way because reporting it might make future conversations awkward.

But it is possible to do a favor for someone on your beat without abandoning your principles. You can bend your definition of
newsworthiness to get in a story that's not spectacular, but will please a source. Reporters call these types of stories "beat
sweeteners."

That's not much help unless you're covering a beat, but it's something to keep in mind.

ABC: Always Be Calling. This motto came from a young reporter who was covering several cities as his best. But it applies
whether you have a beat or not. If you need story ideas, make it part of your weekly routine to reach out to one or two new people
and one or two established contacts regularly -- once a week, if you're in school; daily, if it's your job.

For the established contacts, the connection can be short and simple -- say hi, ask what's new. But regular connections will pay off
because they put you at the top of the other person's mind when news happens.

And forcing yourself to find new people regularly -- put it on your schedule! -- ensures that your network keeps expanding.

Covering a beat

As we said at the top of this chapter, advice about finding stories applies whether you're open to any kind of news or focusing on a
particular topic -- a beat. In our tips, we pointed out specific things that are most useful to beat reporters. It may feel intimidating to
be given responsibility for all stories on a given topic, though, so let's focus just on what that means and how you should approach
it.

Limits and flexibility

The first question you should ask your editor or instructor when you're assigned a beat such as fashion or the College of Arts &
Science is: What are you looking for?

The titles of beats are usually that vague, but the intentions of your superior may not be. Does fashion mean covering what students
are wearing? Does it mean covering fashion trends in general? Or what's going on in the fashion school? All of those?

If you've been assigned a beat, that means other students in your class or working for your media outlet also have beats. Inevitably,
some stories will fall into gray areas; they might fit under more than one beat. Are there any hard limits you should watch out for?
If your reporting on the College of Arts & Sciences leads you to a story that would require talking to the university's provost or
president, should you do that yourself or pass it on to the reporter who covers the administration?

Have a conversation about this before you start. And as you work the beat, keep in mind some of our key advice: Never let your
editor be surprised. If you find yourself moving toward something that might be a conflict with another beat, let your editor know
before it becomes a whole thing.

Get to know the beat

Veteran beat reporters know that two periods are the hardest: when you first start a beat and when you've been doing it for years. As
a student reporter, you don't have to worry about the latter. But you probably won't cover the same beat for more than a year at
most, so you'll be very familiar with the former.

The problem is that there's so much you don't know. The solution is to learn. Use archives to look up past coverage. Talk to
previous reporters. Use search engines to find stories related to your topic, wherever they are.

As you're doing this, keep in mind some of the tips about what stories to look for: Do you read about projects started in the past that
haven't been updated? Are there any anniversaries coming up -- five years since the dean of the journalism school was appointed?
What kinds of stories have popped up every school year at about the same time?
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Get to know the people
We won't repeat everything we wrote above, but reread the whole section about talking to people. Most importantly, your first act
of reporting on your beat should be to identify, reach out to and have conversations with the most prominent sources -- the ones

who show up most in previous stories.

These are not interviews for specific stories, although a conversation may turn into one if something comes up. No, you're having
conversations so you establish relationships and get ideas for future stories.

We worked with a reporter named Michelle Jarboe who covered real estate news. She consistently produced interesting stories
about people and projects, and got them into print and online before her competition. One of her methods: She made it a point to
meet with at least one new potential source every week. Building a squad of sources makes beat reporting easier in several ways:

¢ Sources who have met you are most likely to remember that when they have news to get out.
o If they feel a personal connection, they are also likely to share tips about news they've heard about other people or

organizations.
o When you have a story to pursue, they're more likely to answer your call if they already know you.
e When you're having trouble reaching a needed source, someone in your squad may be willing to act as a go-between.

If you're going to be on a beat for only a semester, you don't have much time to build up a really big squad. Don't let that stop you
from trying. Devote a lot of time in the first couple weeks to just making contacts and having conversations. It may feel as if you're
not getting anywhere because you're not churning out stories. It will pay off, though.

Think creatively

We told you to look for the kinds of stories on your beat that get covered year after year. That's a good start. But don't just rewrite
the same old version with new quotes.

Suppose you're covering the fashion school. Every year a student club puts on a design show to raise money for a charity. Every
year the same story is written, with quotes that sound very much the same: the theme, the purpose, a reaction or two from the

audience. An acceptable story.

Take that as a challenge. How can you cover this event in a new way? Could you use it to explore the gap between what shows up
at fashion shows and what people wear every day? Or look at the design process of one participant from start to finish? (We write a
lot more about event coverage in another chapter.)

When we had a beat including coverage of a town called Chesaning in mid-Michigan, it fell onto us to cover the annual Chesaning
Showboat festival. Each day for about a week, an old barge fitted with a false front to look like a steamboat would float up to a
pier. The show would include some C-list celebrity along with a mix of regional pros and local amateurs. Every year, the beat
reporter would tell readers who won the talent contest and how many people attended, including some quotes from the organizers
and audience members. They'd write a profile of the main celebrity. Basic stuff.

We wanted to do something different. We got permission to ride along on the barge and stay backstage. Our story showed readers
what happened behind the glistening white wall of the "showboat." We wrote about the scrambling of stagehands and performers,
and how hard they worked. We also wrote about the poor conditions -- exposed wires, rotting wood. This version of the showboat
had been around longer than most, and it showed. This was not a hard-hitting story; it was just the truth. And the organizers knew
it, and wanted to replace the setup; they just didn't have enough money.

Still, this did not please the festival's organizers. In fact, when we showed up on the last day to get the final attendance numbers
and the names of the talent contest winners, they threw us out. Fortunately for us, we had a different beat by the time the festival
rolled around the next year. And fortunately for Chesaning, they were able to replace that aging structure. Who knows? Maybe our
story gave that project the push it needed. That's what can happen if you go beyond the same old story.

All icons on this page by Icons8(opens in new window).

This page titled 4.1: How to Find Stories is shared under a CC BY-NC 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by John Kroll and

Kent State University.
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4.2: Chapter Review

Key points

¢ You should be able to provide examples of each of these categories describing ways to come up with story ideas:

o

Passive (news releases, announcements, tips)

[e]

Online (Google, other media, archives, social media)

[o]

Getting out (walls and doors, clothes and accessories, keep your eyes open)

[o]

Talking to people (officials, staff, thought leaders, group leaders, invisible people, regular people, yourself)
¢ You should be able to describe how these psychological principles would apply in practice:

o Respect

o Sincerity

o Openness

o Favors

o ABC

¢ You should be able to explain why these things are important when covering a beat:

[e]

Understanding the limits and flexibility of the beat
o Learning about past coverage
Meeting important sources

[o]

o

Being creative

This page titled 4.2: Chapter Review is shared under a CC BY-NC 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by John Kroll and Kent
State University.
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4.3: Optional Exercises

? Exercise 4.3.1

Explore an archive of news coverage to come up with story ideas.

Find an archive: Perhaps your school maintains an online archive of student media. At Kent State, the library has made
searchable PDFs of almost every student newpaper issue going back to the first in the mid-1920s.

If not, you may at least be able to search a student media website, if it's been around awhile and hasn't purged older stories.

If all else fails, look around for an archive you can get access to. Maybe through your school library you can access the
archives of a local paper.

Search: Anniversary stories -- 10 years, 25 years, etc. -- provide an excuse to revisit old news. Pull up publications from those
periods. Look at everything. You may find simple anniversary angles: 25 years ago the student center was built. Or you may
notice stories that suggest general ideas: Students 75 years ago were stuffing themselves into phone booths, a prank that went
viral across the country long before the internet. What's the history of dumb student pranks?

Hopefully, the archives are searchable so you can also use key words. What topics interest you? A student was concerned about
recent incidents in which controversial guest speakers were either banned from college campuses or subject to loud protests. A
search for terms such as "controversial speaker" turned up lots of stories going back to the early 1960s, involving speakers on
all sides of the political spectrum, and even a state law in the early '60s that barred certain types of speakers -- including
Communists and just people who had visited Cuba -- from appearing on campuses.

Pitch: Come up with at least three story ideas based on your research. Remember that your pitches need to be newsworthy for
today's audience.

? Exercise 4.3.2

Do a news scavenger hunt.

In small groups, fan out across campus. Each group should target a specific building or, if you're in a high school, a section of
the building. Within a time limit, try to come up with as many story ideas as you can. These don't need to be fully developed
pitches, but you should be able to defend them as newsworthy.

Signs and posters: Check the bulletin boards and walls. What's up there? Don't just look at official postings. If you're in a high
school, are students allowed to decorate their lockers? Do teachers decorate their classroom doors or walls?

Observation: Look around at what's happening in your location. What's unusual? Why is that one classroom so loud? Are
students sitting on the hallway floors because there are no other places to congregate?

Pop-ins: Don't interrupt classes or meetings, but look for teachers or administrators who don't look busy. Tell them what you're
doing. Ask simple questions: What's new? What are you most excited about for this semester?

Students: Stop random students. Be polite. Again, ask simple questions.

Be creative; try to make your ideas as interesting as possible. For example, if you see a poster on a bulletin board saying there
are tryouts for a play, an obvious story is a preview of the play. But what else? Perhaps a story explaining the process of casting

a play.

This page titled 4.3: Optional Exercises is shared under a CC BY-NC 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by John Kroll and
Kent State University.
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5: Interviewing Essentials

5.1: Interviewing Essentials
5.2: Chapter Review
5.3: Optional Exercises

Why Interviewing Skills Matter

Even if your career doesn’t involve writing news stories or news releases, it likely will require you to get along with people and get
information from them. That’s all interviewing comes down to.

If you are lucky enough to become a professional communicator, you’ll need to get a lot of information from a lot of people.
Knowing how to do so most efficiently -- to get what you need and get it the first time -- will give you more time to do everything
else.

As a journalist or public relations professional, you’ll need specific qualities in the quotes you obtain. You’ll learn that most people
do not answer questions as directly or speak in sentences as crisp and clear as you need. Good interviewing is more than a casual
conversation.

This page titled 5: Interviewing Essentials is shared under a CC BY-NC 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by John Kroll and

Kent State University.
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5.1: Interviewing Essentials

The agony of being rejected

Prepare to be frustrated. People will ignore your messages, decline to talk to you because you’re “only” writing for a class, cancel
appointments or just not show up.

This happens to every student journalist. It happens to every working journalist, too.
If it doesn’t happen to you the first time you try to arrange an interview, it will happen the next time. Or the time after that.

If you get frustrated, that’s understandable. But getting frustrated when you have only yourself to blame isn’t understandable. It’s
whining. You’ve been warned that lining up interviews is difficult. It’s up to you to overcome that. We use a baseball metaphor to
explain why dawdling or taking the easy way out is wrong.

The baseball metaphor

Imagine you've been challenged to put together a baseball team for one game, for a chance to win $1 million. Do you:

_‘))))_ Wait until a day before the game to look for a team? Let's hope not. You want to line up your lineup ASAP.

LS.
D

Reach out to exactly eight other players, assuming they'll all agree to play? People are busy. If you focus

=
)

=

on only what you absolutely need, you risk being short-handed. You'll reach out to more players to have a
good pool to pick from.

25

»

Leave messages for potential players and just wait for them to call back, however long it takes? With $1
million on the line? You'll be persistent.

(=

Grab whoever's easiest to find, rather than working harder to get skilled players? No. You'll want the
best, even if that means having to track them down.

Assume your team equipment is all set, instead of checking it carefully? Game day is hardly the time to
find out you're missing some gloves or your bats are broken. You'll want all your gear squared away.

N

You wouldn’t (we hope) be so lackadaisical with $1 million on the line. If you want your stories to be golden, you’d better be
diligent and persistent about your interviews, too.

Avoiding crises

We can guarantee that if you work as a professional communicator long enough, you will run into frustrations with sources. And
"long enough" isn't very long. Every semester, most of our students encounter some source-related obstacles. It's the nature of the
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profession.

The hard work

Reporting is hard. The hardest part is usually getting the right sources to talk. You can't avoid the hard part, but you can do things
that improve your chances.

Start early, schedule early

If you’re given two weeks’ notice for an assignment and you don’t start looking for sources until three days before, you’re asking
for trouble.

Figuring out whom you need to talk to is the first task when tackling an assignment. When you do get people to agree to talk,
schedule appointments quickly. An interview scheduled for the day before deadline is asking for a disaster. Plans change. People
get ill. They get busy and forget. That’s not their problem, and it’s not your professor’s or editor’s problem. It’s yours. Give
yourself time to recoup if an interview falls through.

Every time we've taught reporting classes, we've asked students what advice they would give to future students. And every time,
several students say the same thing: Start early! Start right away!

Multiply your chances

You need one expert source? Don’t contact just one person and wait. Request interviews from several people.

Students sometimes worry about this. What if someone finally gets back to me after I’ve already gotten one interview? The answer
is simple: If you have time, interview the extra person, too. Maybe that person will be a better source. Even if not, it doesn’t hurt to
hear from more than one source.

If you don’t have time, just respond politely. Thank the person, but say you already got someone else. They won’t hate you.

Get personal

The first instinct of most students is to email an interview request. That’s OK, but it may not be effective. If your target is on
campus, go in person. If they’re off campus, try calling. The best reporters will tell you there’s no substitute for asking someone
face to face. Think about it: If someone was asking a favor of you, which would you find harder to reject? If they sent you an
email, or if they were standing next to you?

The industry slang for this is “shoe-leather reporting,” as in, “Get off your butt, get out from behind your screen, put your feet
on the floor and walk over there.”

In this video, veteran reporter Mark Puente has strong words for young reporters like you.

Puente: | believe in shoe-leatt

A
- Watch on ({3 YouTube

LS

Video 5.1.1: Mark Puente: I believe in shoe-leather reporting. Watch on YouTube [www.youtube.com] | Transcript(opens in new
window)
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Be clear

In your initial contact, tell the source your name, that you’re a student and what you want to interview them about. The more
specific you are, the better they can judge whether they want to do it. (When in doubt, people usually say no.)

When a source does agree to the interview, nail down day, time and place. Put it in writing (email is fine for this).

Be apologetic

You need something from your sources. Most of the time, they don't need anything from you. The relationship, then, is out of
balance. Acknowledge that. Apologize for bothering them.

Mark Puente's first career was as a truck driver. He then got a journalism degree, but he says that wasn't what made him a
journalist. In this video, he talks about a valuable lesson he learned from observing a colleague.

ik i
Watch on (@ YouTube

Video 5.1.2: Mark Puente: Learning to apologize | Watch on YouTube [youtu.be] | Transcript(opens in new window)

Be persistent

You need the interview. Your potential sources, on the other hand, don’t need you. The burden is on you to push this forward. If you
don’t get a response to an email within a couple of work days, try again. If a receptionist tells you your target is busy, ask to leave a
note — and follow up with a call. If someone promises to get back to you by a specific day and doesn’t, check up.

Do this politely. That’s not just because you don’t want to anger them; it’s also because you want to give them an escape from
embarrassment. Say someone doesn’t respond to your email. Maybe that person meant to, but forgot. A flat reminder could make
them feel ashamed. To avoid having to admit their slip-up, they stay silent. If your reminder said something like “I know you’re
busy at this time of year ...” or “I may not have been clear in my first email, but, ...” you’ve given them a ready excuse.

All too often, students come to professors in a panic just days before deadline because the one source they’ve been waiting for
hasn’t gotten back to them.

Don’t be one of those students.

The interview

You've followed the advice above and you've scheduled an interview. Now what?

Curiosity pays off
One key personality trait separates good interviewers from everyone else: curiosity.

You can overcome shyness; you can develop a thick skin about conflict. But if you're not curious about the world around you, your
interviews will be lifeless.

The importance of curiosity is why many beginning journalism courses quiz students on current events. Fascinating things happen
every day, all over the world. If you don't care about that, how will you care enough to focus on whatever it is you're writing about?
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Dan Moulthrop, a veteran of public radio, gave a Tedx talk in 2015 about interviewing. Everything he says is worthwhile, but it's
significant that he starts off with curiosity. This is 17 minutes long; there's a lot to the art of asking questions.

Video 5.1.3: The Art of Asking Questions by Dan Moulthrop | Watch on YouTube(opens in new window) [www.youtube.com] |
Transcript provided on YouTube

Askophobia

In the section above, we blithely said you can overcome shyness. Time to be honest: It isn't necessarily easy.

The good news is that many successful professional communicators are shy people. These tips are taken from the experience of
people like that.

Schedule yourself into a corner: If you let shyness defeat you before you've even begun, you're sunk. Tell yourself you're only
setting up the interview; don't think past that to actually asking questions. Once you've got an appointment, the hardest part is over.

Put on a uniform: We had difficulty interviewing strangers, too. We found a difference, though, between asking questions as
ourselves and asking them as Jane Doe of the Daily Bugle. Maybe it was because that helped us think of it as a job. Every job has
its annoying elements, but you do them because, as a wise editor named Pat Anstett at the Detroit Free Press once told us, "That's
why they call it work."

Take on a role: Pretend to be the brave person you aren't. Act the part. This is easier in an interview than at, say, a party. You don't
have to convince dozens of people you aren't shy, just one. You know what to expect. Whether you pretend to be generic Reporter
Person or model yourself after someone you know or have seen, being an actor for the length of an interview can get you through.

Lucia Herndon Horning put it this way when she talked to editor and writing coach Steve Buttry:

As a young reporter I used to think of the question-asking-reporter as a different part of myself. She could ask questions and
get rebuffed sometimes and it didn’t bother the more sensitive side of me.

Rehearse: This is true for everyone, but for the shy, rehearsal is extra important. Some people can get away with rehearsing in their
heads. You may want to ask a friend to pretend to be the source, to make it more realistic.

Empathize: Most people you interview will be at least as nervous as you are. You at least have a list of questions. They don't know
what you're going to ask; they have to come up with answers off the top of their heads.

Also understand that your sources probably want to tell you things. But, especially with sources not used to talking to news media,
they may not tell their story well. Your questions help them.

As a sports writer, Doug Lesmerises had to interview a lot of people. He always wanted to go beyond the usual sports cliches about
leaving it all on the field and giving 110%; he wanted stories. In this video, he acknowledges that young reporters may consider it
impolite to press for details, but encourages you to go ahead.
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Watch on:@3 YouTube

Video 5.1.4: Doug Lesmerises: Helping the source tell a story | Watch on YouTube [youtu.be] | Transcript(opens in new window)
Be honest: If it's your first-ever interview, why not admit it? You'll gain some sympathy, perhaps.

Or tell a white lie. One reporter we know deliberately fumbled with his audio recorder at the start of interviews, complaining about
the new equipment his bosses made him use. Fact is, he knew how to operate it. But the fumbling earned him some sympathy (and
perhaps created a false sense of security in the interviewee).

Remember it will end: People who are afraid to ask others out on dates or ask questions in class are told to ask themselves,
"What's the worst that can happen?" We don't advise that, because, frankly, we could come up with some extremely horrible
scenarios.

Instead, we focus on getting past it. Whatever disasters you encounter, they'll end when the interview ends. It's easier to endure pain
if your brain accepts that it won't last forever. Trust us; we've had kidney stones. The pain is terrible. How can we cope? Just
knowing the blessed relief of painkillers is on the way is enough to let us endure.

One step at a time: More advice we give everyone below: Make a list of questions. For the shy, this is something you can cling to
for safety. No matter how awkward you feel, push yourself to ask the next question on your list, and the one after that.

Finally, some good news. It gets easier the more you do it. Really, it does.

Before the interview
You’ve gotten someone to agree to an interview.

In-person interviews are best. Not only are you talking face to face, but you can see the person’s surroundings, their office or home.
That can give you clues about who they are and provide color for your story. Video interviews are second-best; a phone interview is
a last resort.

Email interviews aren’t really interviews. They lack the back and forth. It’s harder and slower to follow up when you get an
interesting but incomplete answer. Most journalists would accept email interviews only when the source is someone they must have
and the person refuses any other method.

Whatever kind of interview you set up, you have two things to do before you go.
Research: Don’t go into an interview cold. Study your topic and your source first. Why?

o Specific questions are often better than vague ones. Rather than “How did you get into public relations,” you can ask, “I saw
that you started out as a reporter. How did you make the switch to PR?”

¢ Knowing something about what a source is talking about helps you understand the answers.

o Learning basic facts about a topic first keeps you from wasting time in the interview asking for simple information.

Know your goals: Why are you interviewing this particular person? What role will they fill in the story you expect to write?
Thinking about those questions will help you focus your questions.

Prepare: You don’t want to waste your source’s time or your own. So:
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e Write your questions in advance. You’re free to improvise during the interview, but a list will ensure you’ve gotten all the
information your wanted.

o Play out the interview in your head: If I ask this question, what is the answer likely to be? What if it's something else?
Rehearsing can make you better prepared to handle difficult sources.

o If you’re seeing someone in person, plan your route and leave plenty of time. You’ll start off with a bad impression if you have
to apologize because circling the block looking for a parking space made you late.

e Check your equipment and have a backup plan. Whatever you’re going to use — laptop, smartphone, camera, etc. — have it
charged. If you can swap out the battery, pack a fully charged replacement. If not, pack a charger. Bring a pen and paper, too.

Dull questions produce dull answers. Doug Lesmerises thinks a lot about how to frame the questions he asks, as he explains in this
video.

Watch on (@3 YouTube

Video 5.1.5: Doug Lesmerises: Framing the question | Watch on YouTube [youtu.be] | Transcript(opens in new window)

During the interview
It should go without saying, but experience says it doesn’t: Never blow off an appointment with a source.

One student found a source willing to talk. The woman said she had a busy week coming up, but would be free at the start of the
week. The student didn’t get back to her. The source asked the professor, a friend of hers, what was up. The professor nudged the
student, who finally responded. An appointment was set up for a Friday afternoon.

Friday came and went. On Saturday, the student sent the source a short email saying she’d “gotten busy” and skipped the interview,
but still needed responses. She offered to send a list of questions, noting didn’t have many so it wouldn’t take long.

The source responded (copying the professor) that while it might not take the student long to write the questions, it would take the
source time to respond thoughtfully. Time that she didn’t have then.

Do not be that student.
Instead, do these things.

Be punctual: If you’re interviewing someone in person, be early for the appointment and have all your equipment ready to go. If
you’re using video chat, sign on early to make sure the network is working and your software is ready to go. If you’re calling, test
out your recording capability ahead of time and call within a minute of the agreed time.

Eliminate distractions: Turn off the ringer on your phone; turn off the sound on your tablet or laptop. If the source meets you in a
noisy room, ask if you can move to someplace quieter.

Introduce yourself: That includes reminding the source why you’re there and telling them (if true) that the interview is for a story
in a particular media outlet. Thank the person for talking to you.

This is important: You must identify yourself and your role when interviewing someone. Going undercover causes serious ethical
concerns.
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One student of ours got stonewalled asking a police dispatcher for information. She waited awhile and called back, this time only
saying she was curious about how the department worked. To keep up the deception, she avoided asking the dispatcher for her full
name. That was the clue that rang our alarm bell.

Don't be that student.

Record: Record every interview. You want exact quotes. You want to be able to review in case you missed something. You want to
get context right.

Start slow: Use small talk to put the person at ease: How’s your day going? Ease into basic questions: Have them spell their name.
If there are other details you need, get those first. You want to get sources into the habit of answering your questions by asking
them ones they don’t have to puzzle over.

Begin with noncontroversial questions: If you’re going to ask tough questions, save them for later in the interview. That gives the
source more time to feel comfortable with you, and ensures you’ve gotten as much as possible from the interview if it ends
abruptly.

Some reporters argue for the opposite: Ask the tough ones first, so you get them in before you get kicked out. Certainly, you don't
want to wait until your time is almost up to get to important questions. But if your early questions blow up in your face, you've
given up any chance of getting anything.

Establish the structure: Before your interview spins out into specifics, make sure you understand the basic order of information.
Often, this means chronology. If the person's background is important to the story, sort out that timeline: when and where they were
born, grew up, which job they had when.

Take notes: Whether you do this on a keyboard or with a pen, take notes for three reasons:

¢ To remind yourself of ideas for more questions. Rather than interrupt someone as they’re talking because something’s just
occurred to you, write it down. Did they say something you didn’t understand? Write that down, so you can ask about it later.

o To help you remember the conversation. The mere act of taking notes, research shows, boosts memory. Research also says
writing is better than typing, but if your handwriting is a mess, typing's probably acceptable.

o To make it easier afterward. You’ve recorded the interview, but it may have taken a half-hour or more. If you’re on deadline,
you may not have time to listen to it all over again. A note that tells you when something interesting was said, and at about what
elapsed time, will help a lot.

Stay in control: Some people start talking and never stop. Others drift away from your questions, deliberately or accidentally.

This is your interview. You have to get your questions answered. If someone won’t stop talking and your time is limited, jump in at
a pause, ready with another question. If the answers don’t match the questions, ask the questions again, and again (worded
differently each time). Be polite, but be firm.

Make eye contact: Don’t let note-taking keep you so busy that you never look up.

Look around: In any interview that's more than just collecting basic facts, observation is important. When you're looking at your
source, take mental notes: What are they wearing? What are they doing -- staring off into space? tapping a finger? swiveling in a
chair? What's on their desk? Their shelves? What's framed on the walls?

You're doing this for three reasons:

o Communication isn't just verbal. Their actions are clues to how they're feeling, which can guide your questions. The actions
could add context to their quotes and improve your story: Did the source just say that, or did she say it while pounding her fist?

¢ You may find questions in what you see. A student profiled the football team's longtime equipment manager. He noticed shelves
filled with helmets from other schools, some facing front and others backwards. He asked. Turned out the manager swapped
helmets with his counterparts at each game, and the orientation of the helmet indicated whether his school had won or lost.

e Our surroundings can define us. If the politician who campaigns as a dedicated family man has no photos of his spouse or
children in his office, that's a telling detail. The fact that a lawyer about to appear before the Supreme Court works out of an
office the size of a broom closet behind a desk cluttered with files will tell your readers more about him than adjectives can.
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Practice silent affirmation: Even if you’re not working on an audio or video story, it’s good practice. Silent affirmation means
you avoid the things we often say to show that we’re paying attention: “Uh-huh. Oh! I see. Yes. Really?” Instead, convey the same
thing with a nod, raised or furrowed brows — even a hand gesture (a polite one, please).

Some students have told us silent affirmation earned them odd stares. It can be disconcerting to sources, particularly if you avoid
eye contact while you're nodding or whatever. If you don't need the audio from your interview for publication, it's OK to interject
sometimes.

Have a conversation: This may be harder when you're starting out, but it' something to work toward. An interview is a one-sided
transaction: The source has something; you want it. There's a natural tension. A conversation is a fair exchange.

How do you manage this while retaining control? Fake it 'til you make it. Journalist and author Isabel Wilkerson strongly advocated
for conversations to produce the best quotes. Here's what she wrote for Nieman Reports:

I only really interview in the strict sense of the word when I have to. I try to do everything else that I can to make sources
feel comfortable enough to talk with me. That doesn’t mean that I don’t ask questions. It means I ask lots of questions. But
what I mainly try to do is to be a great audience. I egg them on; I nod; I look straight into their eyes; I laugh at their jokes,
whether I think they’re funny or not; I get serious when they’re serious. I kind of echo whatever emotion they seem to be
sending to me. I do whatever it takes to get them talking.

In this video, Doug Lesmerises says another way to turn an interview into a conversation is to be an active participant. Don't just
ask questions; talk the way you would to a friend.

s

Watch on (@ YouTube

Video 5.1.6: Doug Lesmerises: Make an interview a conversation | Watch on YouTube [youtu.be] | Transcript(opens in new
window)

Don't stop them when they're on a roll: You should schedule interviews so you have time to go far beyond the scheduled end. If
the source is still talking, don’t point out that time is up; let them decide.

Also, don't stop recording until you're out of the building. Even as you're packing up, the source may have something to say. If
you're not recording, you may not be able to remember the quote exactly.

Complete your goodbye checklist

e Ask a general question such as “Is there anything else I should have asked?” or “Is there anything else you think I should
know?”

o Ask if there is anyone else you should talk to.

¢ Double-check contact information and ask if you can check back for follow-up questions.

e Thank them. Profusely.

After the interview

Back up your recording: “The network ate my interview” is not an acceptable excuse for a professional, and it’s not one for you.
Back up your recording as soon as possible onto a secure storage device.
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Summarize: The longer you wait to process your interview, the more you’ll forget. Type a summary of the high points without
looking at your notes or listening the recording. At some point you should go back to your notes to spot anything you missed.
You’ll also need to check the notes and the recording to be sure you’ve got accurate quotes. But good reporters say starting with a
top-of-the-head summary helps clarify your thinking without getting bogged down in details or spending so much time playing the
recording over and over that you forget key points.

Follow up: Send an email thanking the source. Yes, again.

Keep a list: Save the names and contact information of everyone you talk to, with identifying notes such as what their expertise is
or where they’re from. Professional writers build up lists of sources because you never know when one will be useful.

There’s another important reason for students to save this information. You will want internships and jobs. If you showed up
prepared for an interview, conducted yourself professionally and keep in touch, your past sources can help you get those
opportunities.

Should you transcribe?

That is, should you type out the whole interview? In the past, our advice was usually not; typing all of an interview when you only
needed a quote or two was a waste of time. But now transcription apps or plug-ins are very good, and free or low-cost options exist.
However, they're not perfect. Don't simply run the program and then copy-and-paste the quotes you want into your story. Listen to
those parts of the audio and edit the transcript as needed.

If you’ve interviewed someone of prominence and the interview covered several important points, it might be worthwhile to offer a
full transcript as an extra piece of the package. But, again, that will mean listening to the whole thing while scanning the generated
transcript to ensure accuracy. We had to do that to generate the captions and transcripts for the videos in this textbook. We used the
tools built in to Adobe Premiere, and they were very good. But we had to fix words in every transcript.

Questions

In this book's chapter dealing with quotes, we discuss weak quotes. Because a common cause of weak quotes is poor interviewing,
the only real way to fix those weak quotes is to ask the right kinds of questions and react properly during the interview.

In this video, Lesmerises emphasizes the difference between a good question and just throwing out a topic.

ug L esmerises: The importance

Watch on (3 YouTube

Video 5.1.7: Doug Lesmerises: The importance of good questions | Watch on YouTube [youtu.be] | Transcript

Ask open-ended questions: Avoid questions that can be answered with a yes or no. “Do you like your job?” will get less useful
quotes than “What do you like about your job?” “Is Obamacare a good idea?” isn’t as good as “What do you think of Obamacare?”

Don't lead the witness: Your source may want to help you out. That's generally a good thing. But if they're trying too hard, you
can end up with quotes that are just your words spit back at you:

You: "How excited were you to be selected?"

Them: "I was very excited to be selected."
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Keep your words as neutral as you can.

Listen: Don’t be so attached to your pre-written questions that you miss a chance to follow up on something interesting. Be open to
useful diversions.

Don’t be afraid to sound dumb: You’ve researched your topic first, but you can’t know everything; that’s why you’re talking to
an expert. Ask about things you don’t understand.

Sometimes you think you understand things, but you’re not sure. Ask. “You said the new restaurant offers healthy dining options.
Does that mean the old one didn’t?”

Sometimes you know you understand things, but you ask anyway. Say you’ve boned up on a scientific theory. Great, but you’re
going to have to explain it to your readers. You can ask directly for a simple explanation, or you can try something like the method
above: Explain it in your words, and ask if you’ve got it right.

Echo: Language is a poor method for communication; unfortunately, it's the only one we have. Each of us provides our own
context for what we say, and we apply that to what we hear from others as well. What you understood, filtering a source's words
through your experiences, is not necessarily the same as what the source meant.

One way to lessen the problem is to restate things. Tell your source, in your own words, what you thought she said. Like this:

e So, do you mean ...

¢ I'm thinking about how I would phrase this in my story. Could I say ...
o If I understand you correctly, ...

o In other words ...

Don’t be afraid to ask for a better quote: Not literally, though. But if your source winds through a complicated thought in fits
and starts, it’s OK to say something like “I didn’t quite follow. What was that again?” Give your sources a chance to take a second
run and they’ll often appreciate it.

This can be especially useful if you're going to use video or audio of the interview in your story package. The second time around,
they're likely to speak more smoothly, with fewer hesitations.

If you hear a good story, pounce: If your source says something extremely intriguing or gives you the snippet of what might be a
great anecdote, don’t let it fly past. Start firing questions to get details or expand on the point.

Anna Sale, host of the podcast "Death, Sex and Money," wants her audience to understand what her subjects mean, so she told
Current:

When I’'m interviewing, it’s always about if you say one thing, ... it’s how am I going to make it concrete. “You need to tell
me more so I can understand and see it and kind of understand exactly what you’re trying to say.” So it’s asking about
physical details; it’s asking about, if someone says, “Yeah, that was a really crazy moment.” Well, what was it really? What
was it like? Tell me more about that. Where if someone says, “Like, yeah, we went on this camping trip and all these things
happened. ...” Did you go on a bus together, all of you together? What was it like? And then they have to describe more. So
it’s just about continually trying to make it more concrete so that I can understand, and then that also really helps with the
storytelling because it makes it more vivid for the listener.

Digging out the storytelling details means asking lots of questions, as Lesmerises says in this video.
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Q@ s Watch on (3 YouTube

Video 5.1.8: Doug Lesmerises: Fleshing out stories | Watch on YouTube [youtu.be] | Transcript(opens in new window)

Ask "why": Some quotes are weak because they're too vague: "I liked the event." "I had a good time." "I'm glad I came." "The
speaker was interesting." "This topic is important to me."

When you hear those kinds of statements during an interview, you should immediately recognize they won't help your story. Push
for specifics. Often, that's as simple as "Why did you like it?" "Why are you glad?" "Why do you say she was interesting?" "Why
do you care so much?"

Ask for superlatives: Another way to improve weak quotes is to press the source to make choices. "What did you like most?"
"What was the best thing about the event?" "What will you remember most from the speech?"

Use two key questions: Some quotes are weak because they're plain statements of fact: "Our research showed that students who
drank coffee were more alert in class." There's no reason to use a direct quote for a statement that plain.

To move beyond such answers, try these two questions:
How do you know that?
What's an example of that?

Pull back the curtain: If you've followed our previous advice and thought about why you're interviewing this source and how they
will fit into the story, you may need a specific kind of quote. If you're not getting it, ask them to help.

For example, we wrote an article profiling a historical figure in our region. We already knew the story would start with quotes from
his decades-old obituary. We wanted to end the story with a quote from the man currently running the organization our subject
founded. Rather than dance around that, we made it clear: "I'm looking for a quote that sums up how X's legacy affects the
organization today, or how it affects the world."

Shut up: Sometimes silence is the best question. Long pauses create tension. People tend to want to release that tension by saying
something. As awkward as it may feel for you to stare at the source without speaking, your source is feeling the same thing -- and
that's good for you. The intense psychological need to fill the silence may overcome whatever restrictions they're trying to put on
their words and let the truth come out.

Make statements: One of the secrets of great interviewers is that not all their questions are questions. For example, your subject
tells you about a frightening experience. "How did you feel?" could produce a flat answer: "I felt scared.” But "I can't imagine how
I would react to that" or "I don't know how I'd be able to keep going after that" prompt more detailed responses.

Challenge: Throwing your source off balance with an impertinent question can produce great quotes. Obviously, you don't want to
insult your source or turn the interview into an argument. But asking a question with bite challenges the source to confront an issue
directly.

Lesmerises covered Ohio State football and its then-coach, Urban Meyer. As he explains in this video, sometimes that meant asking
questions that poked the bear.
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Watch on {3 YouTube

Video 5.1.9: Doug Lesmerises: Ask challenging questions | [youtu.be] |

Tough questions

In the previous section, we told you to sometimes ask challenging questions to elicit better answers. Other times, you'll have to ask
difficult questions because that's why you're there. They might be difficult because they could anger the subject: A coach is accused
of cheating. They might be difficult because they're emotional: A family just lost a son in a car crash.

If you're avoiding questions because they make you uncomfortable, remind yourself: It's not you asking the questions. You're just a
conduit for your audience. Does the audience deserve an answer to the question? Then ask it. If the audience doesn't deserve it ...
why are you asking?

Having decided to ask, use these tips to do your job ethically:
Just ask: Some students go into interviews assuming the sources don't want to talk. Sometimes they don't, but more often they

welcome the opportunity. The cheating coach? He may want to get his response on the record. The grieving family? The late Steve
Buttry, an editor and writing coach, said this:

You will assume (and often be right) that the disaster survivor or grieving mother won’t want to talk to you. But it’s her story,
not yours. Tell her you’d like to tell it. When she says yes, respect that she has honored you and tell her story well. If she says
no, respect that decision and offer to tell it at a later date if she wants to.

Reporter Liz Navratil sometimes has to talk to people who've suffered a tragedy. In this video, she says she's a human being first, a
journalist second.

Watch on (@ YouTube

Video 5.1.10: Liz Navratil: Tough interviews | [youtu.be] |

Explain why you're asking: Maybe the coach is too upset to think straight. You can remind him that your interview is his chance
to tell his side of the story.

https://human.libretexts.org/@go/page/382339



https://libretexts.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://human.libretexts.org/@go/page/382339?pdf
https://youtu.be/CNXVTkGMDVI
https://human.libretexts.org/Courses/Kent_State_University/Reporting_and_Writing_with_the_Audience_in_Mind/zz%3A_Back_Matter/22%3A_Transcripts#Video_5.1.9_Doug_Lesmerises:_Tough_questions_lead_to_strong_answers
https://youtu.be/IvAdVPhTnF4
https://human.libretexts.org/Courses/Kent_State_University/Reporting_and_Writing_with_the_Audience_in_Mind/zz%3A_Back_Matter/22%3A_Transcripts#Video_5.1.10_Liz_Navratil:_Having_difficult_conversations
https://www.youtube-nocookie.com/channel/UCu4-hqvGxOhR3K5jWKzWdtg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CNXVTkGMDVI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CNXVTkGMDVI
https://www.youtube-nocookie.com/channel/UCu4-hqvGxOhR3K5jWKzWdtg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IvAdVPhTnF4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IvAdVPhTnF4

LibreTexts"

Be curious: If you're talking to someone affected by trauma, don't zoom straight to the point. They may react poorly if you show
that you care about them only for what you'll need in the story. Buttry, in that same interview for the Dart Center, said:

I start out asking about the mundane. I want to know about the person’s life, not just to make small talk, but to give me
understanding and provide context for my story. ... I will talk about family, school, work and such things. Often it is the
person who steers the interview toward the trauma, when he’s ready and I have context.

Offer control: Our general advice about interviewing is to assume control of the situation and not let go. But unusual
circumstances call for unusual choices.

If you're interviewing someone affected by trauma, give them choices -- where to be interviewed, for example. True, every source
could insist on that option. But trauma survivors have already lost control in some way. By explicitly giving them options, you help
them feel comfortable.

The same thing might work with confrontational interviews. But with someone you're putting on the spot, you want to avoid, if
possible, concessions that could make the interview less useful. For example, you might invite a trauma survivor to bring along a
friend for emotional support. With confrontational interviews, push against having lawyers or others in the room.

Negotiations

When sources suspect interviews will be confrontational, they may try to negotiate special conditions. Some sources may try to do
that with every interview as a way of seizing control.

For all these questions, reporters should consult editors before agreeing to anything, or at least know what their media outlet's
general policies are. We offer our own advice, but each outlet may have its own rules and each situation can be unique.

Questions in advance

You may run into this especially if you have to go through a public relations person to get to the source. Part of their job is to
prepare people for interviews. Having a list of questions in advance obviously helps.

However, you don't want pre-written, rehearsed answers. You want to avoid providing questions in advance for the same reason
you want to avoid e-mail interviews.

Our first response to such requests is to decline, politely. Our fallback position: We'll provide a list of topics, but not specific
questions. Our last-ditch proposal: We'll provide a partial list of questions, but remind the source that we may ask other questions as
the interview proceeds.

Note that most of the time, you'll give the source some idea what the interview's about when you request the appointment.
Providing a list of topics doesn't go much further. And we would consider providing some questions in advance, even without being
asked, if we're interviewing experts in complicated subjects who may need time to research their answers.

Anonymity
We discussed this in the Reporting Essentials chapter. Remember the four key questions:

o Is the story important enough?

o Is the source necessary?

¢ Does the source have a good reason?
o Isit fair?

Even if you can answer "yes" to all those questions, granting anonymity is dangerous. Your audience relies on attribution to
determine credibility. If you don't identify the source, the only reason the audience has to believe the information is faith in your
journalistic skill and ethics. Stories that rely only on anonymous sources are hard to believe.

We would use anonymous sources rarely, and preferably only when we also have on-the-record sources going over similar
information. (Why would we need both? To make the scope of something clearer.) Most important: Remember the rule "Never let
your editor be surprised.” Most newsrooms discourage anonymity but may allow it in special circumstances. It's generally not up
to the reporter to make that decision. Never grant anonymity unless and until you've discussed it with your editor and gotten
approval.
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Some types of stories are more likely than others to lead to requests for anonymity: You're going to interview a whistleblower, or
someone who hasn't come out to their family yet. Be smart: Talk to your editor before you contact your sources about what they
would accept.

Off the record

Connected to anonymity is the concept of going "off the record" or "on background."
These are not legal terms. Some journalists use them as if their meaning was clear and universal; they're wrong.
If your source does try to negotiate using these terms, make them spell out exactly what they mean.

e Can you quote them directly without naming them, or must you only paraphrase?

¢ In what way can you identify them, if not by name?

e Can you use the information in the story at all, or only as unwritten background to help you understand what's going on?
o What parts of the interview will the agreement cover?

We recommend avoiding "off the record" or "on background" discussions with any sources. You're just a conduit for the audience,
remember? How does it serve them if you know something but can't tell them?

In any case, understand that going off the record or on background must be a mutual agreement. A source can't unilaterally declare
it.
Some sources will try to invoke "off the record" after they've said something embarrassing, or after the whole interview is over.

You are under no legal requirement -- nor any ethical one, we believe -- to even discuss the issue in that case. They said it, you
heard it, that's it.

Students have told us that they've done whole interviews only to have sources say "Oh, I didn't know you were writing a story
about this. No, you can't quote me."

This is why it's important to identify yourself at the start of every interview and tell sources why you're talking to them. If they still
don't get it, that's on them.

Prior review
Sources sometimes ask to see your story before it's published. Many newsrooms ban this practice.

Why? Wouldn't letting a source read the story help ensure the facts are correct? Perhaps. But there are at least two key reasons to
keep the story private until it's published:

¢ Your story contains more than the information you got from that one source. What right does one source have to know what
other people told you?

o Giving them the story can make them believe they have the right to make changes. Time and again, students have agreed to
such deals only to have their stories returned with editing -- even rewriting direct quotes.

As an alternative, some journalists allow sources to review their quotes. That gets around the first point above, but not the second.
If you (and your editor) do decide to allow quote review, have a clear conversation with the source first. Explain that you will
consider what they have to say, but you won't necessarily change anything.

Now, having said this, we admit we've sometimes agreed with reporters to show some parts of stories to sources in advance. We've
done that when the subject is complex and we're concerned about getting the facts straight. And some reporters we greatly admire
have admitted that they've shown stories to sources when they felt it necessary to ensure accuracy.

Those were very experienced reporters, however. You're starting out. The chances that allowing prior review will blow up in your

face are high. Disobeying the guidelines of your professor or editor could have extreme consequences. Play it smart.

How to bargain

What do you, the new reporter, say when a source wants to set conditions?

That's not our policy: As an editor, I invited reporters to use me as an excuse. "My editor says we're not allowed to show stories in
advance," for example. Done properly, this can get the source to feel sorry for you, or at least decide that it would be fruitless to try
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to argue.

I can't promise, but I'll listen: Sometimes, sources worry for no reason. Just letting them know they can appeal after the interview
may be the reassurance they need.

Tell me why: Without sounding confrontational, ask them why they want special treatment. Some may fold right there. With
others, you may be able to talk them out of their fears.

Students have run into sources who blame them for student media mistakes of the past. We advise them to turn the conversation
away from past mistakes to focus on what they're doing to make their story accurate -- pointing out that they're recording the
interview, offering to repeat back complicated responses to make sure they were understood.

I'll have to ask my editor: The source has set out time for the interview. Suggesting that it may have to be rescheduled until you
can get the OK may get some sources to cave. And the suggestion may not be a lie: You shouldn't make concessions unless you're
sure they're acceptable to your newsroom. Why waste your time getting answers you won't be able to use?

This page titled 5.1: Interviewing Essentials is shared under a CC BY-NC 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by John Kroll
and Kent State University.
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5.2: Chapter Review

Key points

o Get off your butt, get out from behind your screen and walk over there.

o Finding sources is hard. Getting them to talk is harder. Don’t procrastinate; start looking for sources and scheduling interviews
as soon as possible. Don’t rely on email or voicemail; track them down in person. Don’t let interview requests fester. If you
don’t hear back promptly, ask again.

o It gets easier the more you do it.

e Being shy or nervous doesn't have to stop you from doing great interviews. Many journalists overcome their nerves by thinking
of themselves as actors taking on a role. Preparation -- writing out questions and rehearsing -- helps, too.

e Email interviews aren’t really interviews.

¢ Real interviews require the opportunity for a back-and-forth discussion. In-person interviews are best. Skype is next, because
you can at least see the interviewee. Phone interviews are acceptable.

o The work of an interview starts before the interview.

o Just as with live coverage, you must research before an interview. Know who you’re talking to. Prepare questions. Test out your
equipment. Make sure you know where to go and when.

e Be professional.

o You should be able to explain these elements of the best practices for interviewing.

o Be punctual

o Eliminate distractions

o Introduce yourself

o Record

o Start slow

o Begin with noncontroversial questions
o Look around

o Have a conversation

o Stay in control

o Make eye contact

o Practice silent affirmation

o Take notes

o Don't stop them on a roll

o Complete goodbye checklist

e Ask the right kinds of questions.
¢ You should be able to explain these elements that make for strong interviews.

o Open-ended questions

o Be willing to sound dumb
o Jump on good stories

o Ask "how do you know that?"
o Shut up

o Don't lead the witness

o Echo

o Ask "why?"

o Pull back the curtain

o Make statements

o Listen

o Ask for better quotes

o Ask for superlatives

o Ask for examples
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o Challenge

o Ask the tough questions.
o Don't avoid questions that make you uncomfortable if you need the answers. Sources are often more willing to talk than you

think. It may help to explain why you're asking, or to offer the source some sense of control.
¢ Know your newsroom's standards.
¢ You should be able to explain these common requests by sources and what your newsroom's policy about them is.
Questions in advance
Off the record
o Prior review
o Anonymity

[}

[e]
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5.3: Optional Exercises

? Exercise 5.3.1

Split up into groups of two. One person will be the interviewer, the other the source.

To get extra value out of this exercise, start with a question that might come up when a student is being interviewed for a job or
internship; it's good practice. Examples:

o Tell me about a time you showed leadership.
e What is your greatest strength as a potential hire for (whatever your career choice is)?
e Tell me about a time you made a mistake, and how you dealt with it.

It's likely the source's initial response will be incomplete. That's where the interviewer comes in. Using the tips in this chapter,
press for details. Get them to move beyond generalities to focs on a specific incident.

The disadvantage to doing this in class is that your source knows -- if they've read this chapter -- what you're trying to get.
They might be more helpful than a regular source. But it's been our experience that even primed with tips, students will
produce incomplete stories when being asked about themselves.

This page titled 5.3: Optional Exercises is shared under a CC BY-NC 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by John Kroll and
Kent State University.
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CHAPTER OVERVIEW

6: News Writing Essentials

6.1: News Writing Essentials
6.2: Chapter Review
6.3: Optional Exercises

Why news writing matters

Consider the last social media post you’ve written and the last research paper you’ve submitted. Of course, they differ in length, but
how else? Probably they vary in choice of words, structure of sentences and many other ways.

Those who study linguistics -- the stuff of language and communications -- sort writing and speech into “registers” or “styles.” At
one end is the intimate, the way you talk to those closest to you when no one else is around. At the other end is the static, rigid
wording that almost never changes, such as the Pledge of Allegiance.

Smack dab in the middle is the consultative. It’s more formal than intimate or casual (peer group) conversation, less so than static
or formal (speeches, court decisions) language. It’s “consultative” because it generally has at least two participants -- you and your
professor, a patient and a doctor, etc.

News writing, whether for journalism or public relations, traditionally leaned toward the formal side. To be recognized as a proper
news story or news release, writing had to start a certain way, use certain words and avoid others, and so on.

This is changing, driven at least in part by the internet. As blogging software and the web allowed small organizations and even
individuals to reach broad audiences, the delivery of news began to separate from the style of its presentation. As comment sections
and social media blurred the distinction between writer and audience, consultative or even casual style became accepted.

Even so, learning the principles of news writing retains value.

Pragmatically, it will make you more employable. Major news organizations, public relations agencies and corporations or
nonprofits with PR operations use traditional style for most of their communication and want writers who can produce it.

Standard news writing isn’t preferred just because that’s the way it’s always been done. Core elements of news writing -- being
clear, being accurate, not wasting the audience’s time -- continue to apply even if your vocabulary changes or in other ways you get
the rhetorical stick out of your ass.

This page titled 6: News Writing Essentials is shared under a CC BY-NC 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by John Kroll and
Kent State University.
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6.1: News Writing Essentials

Journalism basics

It's time to develop a mindset for professional communications. These key concepts will help you adjust.

Writers read

This book has a lot to say about news writing, and your instructor will give you practice and feedback. All that should help. But
many students come to news writing classes with a critical handicap: They're not familiar with news writing. Unlike past
generations, many of you grew up without regular exposure to newspapers or news websites. You almost certainly read some news
stories from traditional outlets, but they're mixed in with much less formal writing. It's hard to emulate a writing style you rarely
encounter.

If you want to be a professional writer, you must read professional writing. And if you want to be a good writer of any kind, you
must read critically. Stop reading just for information. Read for the writing and reporting: What choices did the writer make? What
parts of the story are the most interesting? How could the reporter have gotten that information? How were the sentences structures,
the paragraphs organized?

In this video, reporter Asha Glover explains how reading helped her develop her own writing style.

Video 6.1.1: Asha Glover: Read to become a better writer | Watch on YouTube [youtu.be] | Transcript(opens in new window)

Key differences

You’ve been warned you will have to break some habits you’d acquired from writing for English classes and producing term
papers. Some of those involved specific grammar and punctuation rules. Others are broader.

Attribution vs. citation

The purpose of citation in academic writing is not only to let the reader know who wrote what, but also to allow the reader to find
the exact location of quoted or paraphrased material. That requires lengthy entries listing not just the authors’ names but also the
titles of the journals they wrote in and the articles they wrote, as well as page numbers and dates of publication. To avoid
interrupting the flow of the text, most of that is confined to footnotes or lists of sources.

In journalism, attribution also lets the reader know who wrote what. But journalists traditionally were not as concerned about
directing readers to original material.* Rather, the main purpose of attribution is to help the reader determine whether a
particular source is relevant and authoritative. Therefore, journalism generally does not use footnotes or parenthetical citations,
and does not provide as many specifics.

BAD: Smith and Jones (2011) wrote ... (With a full citation at the end of the paper.)
BETTER: John Smith and Mary Jones, professors of economics at Yale University, wrote ... (Neither the name of the
publication nor the full title of the article is necessary, although they may be used.)
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BAD: Newsweek reported (Smith, 2013) ...
BETTER: A 2013 Newsweek article said ...

BAD: Jones said (as cited in Smith, 2004) ...
BETTER: Mary Jones, in an interview with John Smith, said ...

Note the phrasing of the journalism examples above can vary considerably. The last example could also be “Mary Jones told
Time magazine ...” or “Time magazine reported that Mary Jones said ...”

* Now that much journalistic writing will appear online, journalism is adopting the academic concept of pointing directly to
original sources. However, this is done through links, not citations.

One-idea paragraphs vs. topic paragraphs
Typical paragraphs in academic writing or in the classic five-paragraph essay are many sentences long. You may have been told
each paragraph should be about a particular topic, introduced by a sentence explicitly declaring its topic, and concluding with a
sentence providing a transition to the next topic.

Journalism paragraphs are generally much shorter* — most often, just one to three sentences. Journalists say each sentence should
contain one fact; each paragraph should express one idea. Several ideas — and thus several paragraphs — add up to a complete
discussion.

BAD (all one paragraph): Students are not the only people aware of unassigned assigned seats and seat-taking, however.
Professors with unassigned seating arrangements are aware when students are absent from class because their usual chair is
empty. Some professors even have theories as to why unassigned assigned seats are so important to students. Zach Schiller,
an associate professor of sociology, believes students choose and sit in the same seat every class may be due to a newfound
sense of freedom, general comfort, power, control, and familiarity. He thinks the comfort and familiarity may stem from
where they sit in other classes, and how they learn in general. The freedom may come from leaving high school and turning
18, and choosing a seat is one of the new freedoms in pursuing a higher education. Schiller said he would not assign seats
because this would be taking away this freedom.

BETTER (broken into five paragraphs): Professors, too, notice unassigned assigned seats. They can tell at a glance who’s
absent by seeing which seats are empty. And, being professors, they have theories about what’s happening.

Students cling to unassigned assigned seats, sociology professor Zach Schiller believes, because of comfort, familiarity,
control and a newfound sense of freedom.

The comfort and familiarity may come from choosing similar locations in other classrooms, he thinks, or from their learning
style.

They get a sense of freedom, he said, from having turned 18 -- officially adult -- and leaving high school. The right to choose
a seat is one thing they gain from moving to college.

Schiller chooses not to assign seats because he doesn’t want to take away that freedom.

The “better” version makes many changes from the original, not just breaking it up into paragraphs. It’s used here to demonstrate
that once you break your writing up into single-idea paragraphs, it will be easier to spot wordiness and other problems.

* Like many things in journalism, the original reasons for short paragraphs are more likely mechanical than philosophical.
Newspaper copy was first set in very narrow columns of tiny, muddy type. Short paragraphs, with indentations at the start of each,
broke up the otherwise uniformly gray pages. Short paragraphs also made it easier to trim a story “on the stone” -- the stone-topped
counters between Linotype machines, where columns of metal type would rest.

Objectivity vs. opinion

Opinion writing is part of journalism — but not in this book. We will focus solely on reporting facts.

No writer can be purely objective. Every story you write will require decisions about what to include and exclude, how to phrase
things and in what order to present the facts.
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However, you can seek journalistic objectivity(opens in new window). Among other things, that requires you to attribute anything
other than your own personal knowledge or commonly known facts.

If you saw a fire consume the local hardware store, you can report that. But if you know about it only through an interview with the
fire chief, you must attribute the information to the chief.

If your story requires you to note the sun rose in the east, you can write that without attribution. Everyone knows it. If it requires
you to note the specific time at which the sun rose, you can write that without attribution as well: Such information is readily
available from multiple sources. But if it requires you to write that the sky was overcast, with limited visibility and 10 mph winds,
you would be wise to attribute that to whichever source you used.

Some decisions about attribution are clear while others slip into gray areas and require judgment. What doesn’t require judgment:
whether to attribute opinions.

A music critic can write, on his or her own authority, that “Only the Good Die Young” is Billy Joel’s greatest song. The critic is
paid (one hopes) to have opinions. A reporter profiling Joel would have to write that “many critics say” the song is his best (if they
have evidence of that), or name specific critics who say that.

Opinion vs. description

Understand the difference between expressing your opinion and simply describing something. That's important, because good news
writing DOES include description. Students who can't tell the difference may produce stories that are more boring or less
informative than they should be.

Opinions are about values: This is good, that is bad. Opinions make recommendations: You should do this, you shouldn't do that.

Descriptions are statements of fact: This is green, that is blue. Descriptions report on how others reacted: The audience cheered, the
audience booed.

Those definitions are distinct. In practice, you must navigate gray areas.

Watch out for adjectives that make judgment calls, such as "beautiful" and "ugly." Beauty, as the saying goes, is in the eye of the
beholder. You can't substitute your eye's judgment for that of all the audience. Instead, describe: What qualities of this person or
dress or whatever made you think of it as beautiful or ugly?

Some adjectives are iffy. Consider "spicy" and "bland." A restaurant reviewer could use those without qualm, because the
reviewer's job is to express opinions. What about a regular reporter? "Bland" carries a lot of negative connotations, whether you're
referring to food or someone's personality. Probably best to avoid it. "Spicy" probably isn't as judgy, but that will depend on the
context -- and, remember, what's spicy to you might be bland to someone else.

Other adjectives are fine if you provide evidence, but risky otherwise. Every business owner is likely to tell you their store is
"successful" -- but can they back that up? What do they mean: Is it turning a profit? A big one or just above breaking even? Are
sales up or down?

When you describe how an audience reacted to something, actions -- cheering, booing -- are OK, but avoid declaring emotions:
loved it, hated it. Even when using actions, though, be careful. Did most people cheer, or just a few sitting around you?
Invisible author vs. personal essayist

Very little traditional journalism is written in the first person. Because breaking the habit of mentioning yourself in your writing can
be difficult, we recommend students relatively new to news writing go cold turkey: Don't use it at all (for now).

That means first-person pronouns (I, me, we, my, mine, our, ours) should never appear in your writing unless they are in direct
quotes.

BAD: I saw 10 students gather outside the dormitory.
BETTER: Ten students gathered outside the dormitory.

BAD: Three students I interviewed all agreed that smoking should be allowed on campus.
BETTER: Some students said smoking should be allowed on campus.
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BAD: John Smith told me studying is the path to success.
BETTER: John Smith said studying is the path to success.

BAD: John Smith said I should join student media if T wanted to be a journalist.
BETTER: John Smith said students who want to become journalists should join student media.

BAD: I asked John Smith what students who want to be journalists should do. He said they should join student media.
BETTER: John Smith said students who want to be journalists should join student media.

BAD: I asked John Smith if Common Core is a failure. He said, “Yes.”
BETTER: John Smith said Common Core was a failure.

The rule about keeping yourself out of the story applies even if you don’t use the first-person pronouns, but imply your presence.

BAD: When asked if Common Core was a failure, John Smith said, “Yes.”
BETTER: John Smith said Common Core was a failure.

Remember it this way: The readers don’t care about you. You are only the middleman between them and the information. Your job
is to convey information from sources to the readers, as efficiently, accurately, interestingly and unobtrusively as possible. The
readers don’t care what your questions were; they want to know the answers.

This page titled 6.1: News Writing Essentials is shared under a CC BY-NC 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by John Kroll
and Kent State University.
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6.2: Chapter Review

Chapter Review

o Attribution’s purpose is to help the reader decide whether to trust the information.

o In academic writing, citations allow readers to find the original information behind each statement. In professional writing,
attribution more generally allows readers to decide how much to trust each statement.

o Each sentence should contain one fact; each paragraph should contain one idea.

e Break up long paragraphs to help readers recognize and understand the points you’re making.

o Focus solely on reporting facts.

o This textbook does not include opinion writing. Stick to what you know to be true.

¢ Readers don’t care about you.

o While first-person writing is a part of professional writing, this textbook avoids it. Don’t use “I,” “me,” etc. to refer to yourself
in the story.

o This extends to the implied first person, such as “When asked about ...” As a writer, you should fade into the background. You
are not the expert; you are just the messenger.

This page titled 6.2: Chapter Review is shared under a CC BY-NC 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by John Kroll and Kent
State University.
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6.3: Optional Exercises

? Exercise 6.3.1

Select a sampling of news stories from reputable sources. Examine each and create lists of the facts they contain, along with
whether those facts are attributed to anyone or anything and how that attribution is phrased.

Analyze your list. What kinds of facts are stated without any attribution? Do you agree that those facts can stand on their own?
Where attribution is present, does it follow the formats described in this chapter, or is it done another way?

This page titled 6.3: Optional Exercises is shared under a CC BY-NC 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by John Kroll and
Kent State University.
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7: Summary Ledes

7.1: Summary ledes
7.2: Chapter Review
7.3: Optional Exercises

Why Summary Ledes Matter

The beginning of a story in journalism — most often a single paragraph — is called the lead, often spelled lede for ... reasons. No
matter what form it takes, the lede in journalism has one key purpose: to get the reader to keep reading.

Every story has to start somewhere. Think about how you would start if you were telling a story to a friend. Maybe you’d tease
them first: “You won’t believe what happened to me!” Or you might start from when an event began: “So, I was walking to class
this morning ...”

Those might work, but what if your friend is in a hurry? You might give her the basic facts right away: “I almost got run over by
some old guy on a bicycle outside Franklin Hall this morning.”

If your story is interesting enough and your friend isn’t in too much of a hurry, she’ll stick around to hear more. But even if she has
to run, at least you told her what happened briefly.

That mix of motives, worrying not just about intriguing the reader but also providing the basic facts quickly, describes the summary
lede. It’s not the only way to start a story, and often isn’t the best. But it’s efficient and effective when you want to get to the point
quickly.

That’s why the summary lede is the most common way of starting a news release and why it has a solid place in online journalism.
In addition, writing a good summary lede means practicing important skills: identifying the key elements of a story and writing

concisely.

This page titled 7: Summary Ledes is shared under a CC BY-NC 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by John Kroll and Kent

State University.
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7.1: Summary ledes

Inside a summary lede
This is a classic summary lede:

Cleveland police arrested 32 people Thursday after a protest at City Hall about officer-involved shootings turned violent and
two police officers were injured.

The 5 W's

If you’ve had any exposure to journalism before this course, you’ve likely learned about the 5 W’s. You can see them at work in the
lede above:

e What (the main action)

e Who (the person who carried out an action, or the person acted upon)
e When (the main action occurred)

¢ Where (the main action occurred)

e Why (the reason for the main action)

Although this lede provides a lot of information, it still may draw the reader into the rest of the story, because it doesn’t answer
every possible question. How did the protest turn violent? How serious are the injuries? What led to the protest? What’s going to
happen to the protesters?

You can use the 5 W’s (and sometimes "how") to decide what goes into your summary lede. It’s not as easy as filling in blanks,
though. You have to think about the right answers for each W.

In the example above, the “when” and “where” were easy. The reporter had choices to make, though.

e What’s the main action? Is it the arrests, the protest or the violence? Something else? (A difference choice would have affected
the options for “who” and “why.”)

o Are the police or the protesters the most important “who” to put at the start of the sentence?

o Is it fair to characterize the protest as violent?

Beyond the 5 W's

What else is worth putting in the lede? The 5 W’s are useful, but you need some other guidelines. These help you decide what the 5
W’s of a particular story are, and which should be in your lede:

1. What is the most recent event the story includes?
2. What is the most important event or fact in the story?
3. What other facts would add news value or help readers understand the significance of the story?

Using those criteria, examine the example again.
What (and When): The order of events goes like this:
Police shootings — Protest — Violence — 2 officers injured — Arrests

From that list, it looks obvious that the arrests were the most recent action. Depending on when the story was written, though, the
reporter might have known about later events, such as whether the arrestees got bail or what a hospital said about the condition of

the officers. If “most recent” was the only criterion, one of those would be the lede.

However, the current status of the arrestees doesn’t seem very important. If the officers were in grave condition or dead, that could
change things. If they were not seriously injured, the reporter’s choice here would be the most appropriate.

In many instances, the most recent thing hasn't happened yet. The future is newer than anything in the past. If you had the right
information, our story might start out like this:

Protesters arrested after a violent downtown Cleveland demonstration will be arraigned in court Tuesday afternoon.
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Who: Some reporters might opt to start the lede like this: “Thirty-two people were arrested Thursday ...” That emphasizes the big
number of arrests and makes those people the focus. It doesn’t even say “arrested by police,” because who else would be arresting
anyone?

That alternative, though, would require writing out the number (because you can’t start a sentence with digits) and using passive
voice (“were arrested”). An active-voice lede only delays mention of the 32 people by two words. Finally, considering the multiple
connections in the story -- police were injured, and the protests were sparked by police shootings -- the reporter could feel fully
justified in writing it as in the example.

Why: Not all ledes need a why. If your lede is “Two armed men robbed a downtown bank Wednesday,” you don’t need to add “to
get a lot of cash.” The motive is understood. But if arrests are the main action, readers will want to quickly know why. One way to
answer that question would be to describe the charges: “Police arrested 32 people on charges of vandalism and assault,” perhaps.

Here, the reporter chose a broader answer, which required more reporting. You can describe the charges made against individuals
easily; they’re on the official record. To characterize the protest as turning violent, the reporter would have to know details, and
would have to have witnessed them or heard them described by multiple others.

What else: We described this extra information in two ways: what would interest readers, and what would help them understand
the significance of the story. Those often overlap.

The point of the protests, for example, adds context. That it involved complaints about police actions to begin with makes the
arrests more significant. But it also adds news values, at least by following up on the past coverage of police shootings and
community reaction.

Choosing what else to put in a lede is a difficult but important task. Summary ledes are supposed to be short, propelling the reader
quickly into the rest of the story. But a lede that fails to mention key news values is selling the story short. The reporter here chose
just two added facts, both likely to grab the attention of many readers.

Remember the beginning of this book, where we discussed the many kinds of news values and multipliers? Think about those as
you're constructing summary ledes.

Which news values are present in your story? Those are candidates to be mentioned in the lede.

Very often, your story will have many elements that provide news value for your readership. How do you choose? We said news
values aren't just present or absent; they can have varying strengths.

Which news values bring the greatest strength to your story? Those are the best choices for the lede.

Key concepts

These ideas apply to all summary ledes. They also have uses in other kinds of ledes.

Brevity
Most summary ledes are one or two sentences long.

That’s not a lot of words to summarize a story. News writers use several methods to squeeze more information into fewer words.

Choices

A news writer has to be selective. Part of the challenge in professional writing is improving your news judgment, the general term
for the ability to make choices such as which stories are worth covering and which facts are most important.

The main thing to remember about the choices you make in writing a summary lede: News values depend on the audience. What
parts of a story will be most useful or interesting to your readers?

Also, keep in mind that the summary lede is only the start of your story. You have more paragraphs below to expand on information
in the lede or mention secondary elements.

Even the 5 W’s are not exempt from selectivity. Summary ledes may omit the “where,” the “when,” the “why” or even the “who”
in some cases. The only absolute is the “what.”

As you write your first summary ledes, you may be asked to stick to all five. But you’ll read news stories that omit one or more.
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Heavy winds tore trees from the ground throughout Kent Wednesday.

That lede has no “who” (don’t anthropomorphize the wind). If the windstorm caused injuries, the lede would mention those. With
only property damage, there’s no need to bring a “who” into the lede.

Levels of specificity
When the example lede in the previous section was written, the reporter knew exactly when the first arrests were made, so the lede
could have included a “when” anywhere in this ladder:

At 4:07 p.m. — Around 4 p.m. — Thursday afternoon — Thursday — This week — This month — This year

Summary ledes usually will not use the most specific reference; that can be provided later in the story.

A writer will decide how specific to be based in large part on the type of news value a detail provides. In this story, specifying the
“when” could provide timeliness. However, if this story was being published the next day, anything more detailed than “Thursday”
wouldn’t add much to the perceived timeliness. If the main action had happened at 11:30 p.m., it might be worth writing “late
Thursday night.” If it had happened many days before, “last week” could have worked.

Look at that lede again. How many other elements had levels of specificity that were left for later? For example, it just says
“Cleveland police.” Were they regular patrol officers or a SWAT team? How recent were those police shootings? How many were
there? For each choice, the reporter must look for the point that delivers the peak of news value for the least specificity.

Why should you want less specificity? Because being unnecessarily specific, especially in a lede, may confuse or distract the
audience. Why, your readers will wonder, does it matter that this happened at exactly 4:07 p.m.?

Names

Using full names in a lede can be not only wordy but also confusing. If your lede says “Police arrested John Jones,” but readers
don’t know who Jones is, they won’t understand why the name is important.

You could write “Police arrested John Jones, a political science sophomore,” and student media readers would get the significance:
He’s one of them. But you’d accomplish just as much if you kept most of the description but skipped the name: “Police arrested a
student.”

Summary ledes avoid using names of people or organizations unless they’re already well known to the readers.
Think about the news values: If a specific name adds prominence to the story, include it. If it doesn’t, save it for later in the story.

In some cases, it's not clear how familiar someone is to your audience, and there is no bright line dividing those who should be
named in the lede from those who shouldn't.

Some common situations:

e The person is familiar to a segment of the audience, but not all of it.
o The person is familiar to the audience, but possibly not by name.
o The person held or holds a prominent position, but you're not sure if your readers know that.

If you're in a gray area, you may be able to compromise: Name the person, but also include the identifier that helps anyone
unfamiliar with the name understand the significance. For example, if an actress in a popular Netflix series is coming to campus,
you might be fairly sure many students know the series and the actress's character, but they may not know the actress's real name.
Identifying her as "Danielle Brooks, who plays Taystee on 'Orange Is the New Black™ covers your bases.

Long names

A student story about a campus event said in the lede that it was hosted by “the College of Communication and Information and the
Journalism and Mass Communication Diversity and Globalization Committee.”

Jeepers. The reader almost needs a bus ride to get from one end of that to the other. Keep long names out of the lede whenever
possible. (The names of groups sponsoring events usually aren’t worth putting in the lede anyway, but we’ll talk about that in
another chapter.)
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Other keys

It's not enough to be concise.

Proper tense

Print writers generally write in the past tense, because most of what they’re writing about has already happened long before the
stories are published. (Of course, sometimes they write about scheduled events using the future tense.)

Broadcast journalists use the past tense when appropriate, but a standard broadcast format uses present tense in the lede to give a
sense of immediacy.

Online writers may want to provide the same sense of immediacy as broadcast reporters, but they can’t control how long it will
take for readers to see their stories. In general, treat ledes online as if they were for print: Use past tense for past events.

Attribution
Even though a summary lede is an intentionally incomplete summary of events, it cannot escape the need to attribute anything
other than established facts.
Consider this pair:
BAD: Police arrested five Garden Heights men Tuesday after they were caught placing explosives under an Interstate-71
bridge.
BETTER: Police arrested five Garden Heights men Tuesday and accused them of placing explosives under an Interstate-71
bridge.

Unless a reporter was underneath that bridge, watching the men, the first lede is potentially libelous. It can be verified through
official documents that the men were arrested, but what they were doing is a matter for the courts to decide. The difference between
convicting someone without a trial and doing your job correctly can be a matter of just a few words:

BAD: Police arrested a university student Saturday for urinating outside a downtown bar.
BETTER: Police arrested a university student Saturday and charged her with urinating outside a downtown bar.
First words

The best summary lede will start with one of the most important elements of the story. Usually, that’s a "who"; occasionally, a
"what." Almost never is it a "when" or "where." Alas, this seems to be a common mistake among students new to news writing.

BAD: On Wednesday, police arrested 32 people after a protest ...
BAD: At City Hall, police arrested ...

For similar reasons, if attribution is needed it goes at the end of the lede, not the beginning, unless the name of the source is a big
part of the story’s newsworthiness.

BAD: Police said five Garden Heights men tried to place explosives under an Interstate-71 bridge Tuesday.

BETTER: Five Garden Heights men tried to place explosives under an Interstate-71 bridge Tuesday, police said.
ACCEPTABLE: University President Sarah Sarahi said Tuesday that Taco Tontos is better than Chipotle. (If this appeared in
student media, the president is presumably well known to readers.)

Provide new news

What else would a news story do? Many bad ledes are bad because the writer failed to tell the readers something they didn’t
already know.

BAD: The new school year began Monday in classrooms across our region.

Well, duh. Even those who didn’t know which specific day school would start surely knew it was about that time of year. But how
do you craft a better lede when you're writing about something that happens every year? The answers lie in doing reporting. Maybe
you discover something new about this year:

BETTER: Classes began at 9 a.m. Monday as a new law mandating later start time took effect.
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Or you decide that there is no breaking news, so you abandon the summary lede and take a softer approach:
BETTER: Six-year-old Mandy Jones clutched her mother's hand as she approached Smithson Elementary Monday morning
for her first day in school.

Provide news that matters

Sometimes, your lede is dull because you haven’t thought carefully enough about the story. Consider this trio:

BAD: The city school board met Wednesday.

BAD: The city school board met Wednesday and voted on a new academic calendar.

BETTER: City students will start the school year later and finish earlier, after the school board voted Wednesday to change
the academic calendar starting in fall 2020.

The first lede says a planned event happened. Boring!

The second mentions a specific issue came up at the event — but it doesn’t even tell us whether the vote was favorable or not, let
alone explaining the change.

The third focuses on the most important thing — the change, and how it affects students.

Figure 7.1.1: King Kaufman, left, and "Stacy" from Kaufman's video "Taking the Lead."

Writer King Kaufman was working with Bleacher Report, a sports news site that used volunteer, amateur writers, when he
created a video series (opens in new window)explaining how to write better ledes. Here's an excerpt:

King: I can pretty much guarantee that you can make your writing a lot better by writing better leads. You do that by getting
right to the point. Let me show you what I mean.

To do that, I have to take you back to a very dark time. High school. It was 1981. Terrible things were happening in the world,
mostly me having to go to high school every day. So I'm walking across the yard when my friend Stacy comes running up to
me.

Stacy: King! Did you hear? Someone shot the Pope?

King: She couldn't get my attention any better if she grabbed me by the throat. I'm intrigued. I want to know more. Now she
can fill me in on the background. Imagine if she'd done it a different way. See if you recognize your own writing this time.

Stacy: King! The Roman Catholic Church is the world's largest Christian church based in Rome. It's one of the oldest
institutions in the world. ...

King: I'm bored. She's telling me all this stuff I already know. And even if I don't know it, it's not interesting to me because I
don't know why she's telling it to me.
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So she lost me before she even got to her main point. The Pope got shot. If I were an online reader, I'd have clicked away. Now
I hear what you're saying. You want to bring the reader up to speed. Fill them in and you're not boring. You're a pretty clever
writer. Watch.

Stacy: King! Papal assassination seems to happen all the time, but it's been nearly a thousand years since last murder. And
nearly 20 since the last attempt. Until today, Pope John Paul the second. ...

King: See, that was a little more interesting. But she still lost me before she ever got to her main point: Somebody shot the
Pope.

A common flaw in summary ledes is placing the focus in the wrong place. Consider this lede:

BAD: Mayor Thomas O'Connor announced Thursday that the city council had approved an increase in the city income tax
rate to 2%, from 1%.

That sentence implies the most significant news value is that the mayor did something (because his name is first). And it focuses on
the announcement, not what actually happened. Let's try a revision:

BETTER: The city council approved an increase in the city income tax rate to 2%, from 1%, Mayor Thomas O'Connor
announced Thursday.

That's better. Instead of making the announcement the key action, this version shifts to the significant event -- the council's
approval of a tax increase. Actions are almost always more important than announcements. But we can do even better:

BEST: Citizens will pay twice as much in income tax next year because the city council approved a rate hike to 2%.

This puts the impact of the event at the start. We can even drop the "announced" part because something like a city council vote can
be independently verified; we don't need the mayor's attribution.

The basic principle is that consequences are more interesting and important than actions, and actions are more interesting and
important than the act of announcing them (in general). In formula form:

Consequences > Actions > Announcements

To avoid the "announcement" trap, watch out for ledes that start like this:
BAD (probably): John Jones announced that ...
BAD (probably): Major Industrial Co. released a report that ...
BAD (probably): Big State University revealed that ...

Ask yourself: WHAT was announced or revealed? WHAT did the report say? Then take it a step further if you can: WHAT does the
action announced mean for my audience?
Give away the punchline

Basic jokes have a setup and a punchline, in that order.

A PRIEST, a minister and a rabbi walk into a bar. The minister complains about how distracted his congregation was the
previous weekend. The priest says the minister should blame himself, not the congregants.

The rabbi disagrees. “I’ve seen his flock. They always look like they’d rather be somewhere else. But at least he doesn’t have
it as rough as me. My temple -- I could just as well be talking to a stone wall!”

“Ah,” the priest says, “both of you are whiners. A good priest could have that stone wall weeping and regretting its sins in 15
minutes. Preaching is easy, if you do it right. It doesn’t matter who you’re talking to.”

They keep arguing and keep drinking. Eventually, they make a bet. Each one will go out into the woods and try to convert a
grizzly bear. Whichever one could claim the bear as a member of his religion would win the bet.

A week later, they’re back at the bar. The priest has a cast on his arm. He’s using a crutch. Angry red scars cross his forehead.
“I tried to baptize the bear,” he says. “It didn’t go so well. Not only did the bear not come to church on Sunday, I spent the
day in the hospital getting stitched up.”
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The minister’s head is wrapped in bloody bandages. Both arms are in slings. “I got the bear into a stream to dunk him,” he
says. “Then I started reading from the Bible, and it was going pretty well. But it turned out to be a trout stream and I was
between the bear and the fish. I just got out of the hospital yesterday.”

They turn and look at the rabbi, who was delivered to the bar in an ambulance. He’s in a full body cast, bent into a
wheelchair, moaning loudly.

The priest holds a glass of Scotch up to the rabbi’s lips so he can take a sip, and then sits back. “Well,” the priest says, “I
guess none of us won the bet.”

The rabbi calls out, “No! I won!”
“What?” The minister almost falls off his stool. “You converted the bear? But you’re barely alive!”

That’s how you tell a joke. You build up to the climax, filling in more and more intriguing details. A summary lede does the exact
opposite. It gives away the best stuff right up front.

Oh, did we leave out the punchline in the example above? Well, the equivalent of a summary lede for this joke would go this way:

“In hindsight, I should not have started with circumcision,” a rabbi said Monday, explaining why a half-ton grizzly bear
attacked him in the woods.

Giving away the punchline, whether the news is comedic or tragic, is a common criticism of the summary lede. Some stories lose
all their punch if the key information is in the first line. Writers sometimes get around this by blurring the summary lede into a
teaser lede.

A rabbi’s poor choice for a method of proselytizing put him in the hospital but won him a bet Monday.

If you think about it, that’s just moving further along the ladder of specificity. Acceptable? Yes, if the story warrants it. For most
basic news stories, however, the punchline isn’t nearly that strong and won’t lose much value by going first.

Deconstructing summary ledes

See how the summary lede works for different stories.

v/ Example 7.1.1

Consider this simple summary lede:
One person died in a single-vehicle crash on Hudson Road in Franklin Township early Saturday morning.

What choices were made?

Table 7.1.1 The lede, deconstructed
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Words Category Reasoning

The person isn't well known and has no
characteristics (such as being unusually

One person Who young) that would increase the news
value. So no name is used and the
description is vague.

A death can make readers sorrowful,
adding to news value. And it's just

died What
1€ a humane to place the death before the
crash in priority.
It's natural for readers to wonder why or
in a single-vehicle crash Why/how how someone died, and it's the manner of

death that makes this newsworthy.

A single death in a car crash is likely to be
of interest only to a local audience, so let's
. . . assume this appears on a local news site.
on Hudson Road in Franklin Township Where . .
Naming the street and community add the
news value of being close to home. It's not

necessary to use a specific address.

Why not just "Saturday"? News sites
usually try to post stories quickly, so
early Saturday morning When "early morning" could increase the
timeliness factor. And those words may
also suggest another answer to "why."

(no words) Context No other information is needed to

v/ Example 7.1.2

Now consider a different kind of story.

understand the basics of this simple story.

Rihanna is set to star in a 2027 movie from filmmaker Lee Daniels, co-creator of Fox TV's "Empire."

Table 7.1.2 The lede, deconstructed
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Words Category Reasoning

Rihanna was a major celebrity; many
readers will be interested in a story just
because it's about her. There's at least one

Rihanna Who
other "who" in the story -- Daniels -- but
he's not as prominent and doesn't add as
much news value.
Short, strong verb. Consider how much
is set to star ... in a movie What better this is than a wordier alternative

such as "will have a major role."

Why choose this rather than saying when
the announcement was made? Because the
most important thing to her fans will be

2027 When when they can see the film. And because
this is the most recent event, based on the
notion that the future is more recent than
the past.

What makes this movie stand out from
others? In the writer's judgment, Daniels
and "Empire" add news value and make
from filmmaker Lee Daniels, co-creator Rihanna's role more significant. Note that
of Fox TV's "Empire." Context while including Daniels' name, the writer
hedged their bets on his familiarity by
labeling him a "filmmaker" and adding

more background.

Adds nothing. The writer chose to focus
(no words) Where on only those elements that added the
most news value.

Sometimes the "why" goes without
(no words) Why saying. Rihanna's famous, Daniels has
experience and, well, a job's a job.

Note that neither lede includes attribution. Should they? In the car crash, you might add "police said." But if you confirmed the
facts by checking also with the hospital and a witness, the facts could stand on their own. In the Rihanna story, "is set to" hedges
your bet. You don't know that she will star -- things happen -- but because an announcement was made, you can say for a fact that
she might.

Different audiences, different ledes

The right lede depends on the specifics of a story and whom it’s aimed at.

v/ Example 7.1.3

Start with a basic summary lede written for a student news site:

The Kent State women's basketball team added three players during the early signing period after its division-winning
2016-17 season.

Table 7.1.3 The lede, deconstructed
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Words

Kent State women's basketball team

added three players

the early signing period

after its division-winning 2016-17 season

(no words)

(no words)

Category

Who

What

When

Context

Where

Why

Reasoning

The "who" doesn't have to be an
individual. Here, the most news value
comes from this being a school sports
team. Note that this news probably came
via an announcement by a coach or other
athletic department official, but the writer
properly chose to focus on the impact, not
the announcement.

Few student readers would be familiar
with high school players, so adding names
wouldn't add news value.

A "when" doesn't have to be a day or date.
Here, the most important "when" is that
this is during a period when teams
compete for top players.

Is this needed? The writer could argue that
the team's recent success provides context
for its ability to reload with new talent.

Not important.

There might be an important reason, but if
you don't know for a fact, don't speculate.

Now let's look at how the lede could morph because of other information or being aimed at a different audience.

Change

One of the new players is exceptionally
talented.

The story runs on a site with a broader
audience, such as a national recruiting
newsletter or a metro newspaper.

The story runs in the player's hometown
newspaper.

Building a lede

Table 7.1.4 Alternative summary ledes

Lede

The Kent State women's basketball
program added the Ohio high school
player of the year during the early signing
period after its division-winning 2016-17
season.

Ohio's high school girls basketball player
of the year will go to MAC division-
winning Kent State.

Mentor High's Katy Kudravi, Ohio's high
school basketball player of the year, will
go to MAC division-winning Kent State.

Explanation

The detail adds news value. But the player
still might be unfamiliar to student
readers, so only the description is used.
Two other players were also signed, but
that doesn't add much value, so it can wait
until a later paragraph.

Because the audience is not restricted to
Kent State, the balance of the news value
comes from the quality of the player; that
goes to the front. Should the name be
used? That would depend on the reporter's
judgment about how familiar it would be
to the audience.

This lede plays up the "close to home"
angle and uses a name probably familiar
to the paper's sports readers.

Now that you've seen some ledes taken apart, let's go in the other direction by putting some together.
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We’ll start with a set of the 5 W’s.
Who: Kent Clarks a cappella group
What: Hosting a concert
When: Friday, 6:30 p.m.
Where: Student Center Ballroom
Why: Sixth anniversary of the group’s formation
This is how a student might turn these facts into a lede:

The Kent Clarks will be hosting their sixth anniversary concert at 6:30 p.m. this Friday in the Student Center Ballroom.
That includes all the provided W's. Is it a good lede? We'd give it a C or a low B. Here's why.

Table 7.1.5 The lede, deconstructed

Words Category Reasoning

The group is the most important "who."
Kent Clarks Who But maybe many readers won't know the
Clarks.

"Will be hosting" is wordy; it could be
shortened to "will host." But there's a
bigger problem here. "Hosting" just says

will be hosting ... concert What an event is taking place. We recommend
that you never use any form of the words
"host" or "hold" in stories about events.
You can do better.

A sixth anniversary doesn't carry any

heir sixth ann c special news value. It's not one of the
their sixth anniversar ontext . . .
y usual milestones, like a fifth or tenth. And

six isn't a big number.

In the interest of using the lowest useful
level of specificity, "6:30 p.m." could just

at 6:30 p.m. this Friday When be "evening." That's enough for readers to
figure out if they'll be available. And the
"this" isn't needed.

This is a proper level of specifity. If this
were happening not on campus but instead
in a different city, you probably wouldn't
name the building. If it were happening in

in the Student Center Ballroom Where a small room, you could probably just use
the building's name. But this is on campus
and most students would know where the
Student Center Ballroom is, so the lede
should include all of that.

There's no need to explain why

performers perform, and no indication that
(no words) Why . . . ..

there's anything special, such a raising

money for charity.
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How could we improve this? We can fix most of the issues with rewriting. But the facts we were given don't provide enough
for a truly strong lede, so we'll need to do some reporting. Here's what might result:

The Kent Clarks, Kent State's a cappella group, will present 90 minutes of pop, rock and hip-hop in a free concert Friday
evening in the Student Center Ballroom.

What have we done?
Table 7.1.6 The lede, deconstructed

Words Category Reasoning

The descriptive ph lues i d

Kent State's a cappella group Who e descriptive phrase clues in readers
who may not have heard of the group.
Unless you're simply a rabid fan of a
cappella groups, or you're dating one of
the singers, you probably would want to

present 90 minutes of pop, rock and hip- know more about what to expect than just

. What . .

hop in a free concert "a concert." Adding the time and,
especially, that it's free add news value
because they could be key factors in

deciding whether. to attend.

This is shorter and still provides enough
Friday evening When information for the start of an informed

v/ Example 7.1.5

Let's try another set of the 5 W's. This story discusses sensitive topics; reader discretion is advised. We're using it because it

decision by readers.

shows that more goes into creating a lede than just applying writing rules.

Who: Anne Harrold, 54, an insurance agent, and her son Neville Harrold, 19, a Kent State sophomore majoring in architecture.
What: Died. Police say they were shot by her daughter, Ellen, who then pointed the gun at herself but survived.

When: Around 5 p.m. Thursday

Where: At their home, 4254 Longsdale Ave. in Stow, Ohio, one of Kent's neighboring cities.

Why: Police said there were rumors of a long-simmering dispute involving the family’s rock band, the Harrolds, of which all
three were members. The group has played often in and around Kent.

That's a lot of information. Before reading further, ask yourself: What would I include in the lede? Which facts add the most
news value?

Here's one way of writing the lede:

Kent State sophomore Neville Harrold and his mother, members of a family band, were killed Thursday by his sister,
who then attempted suicide, Stow police said.

That's more clauses than we'd usually want in a lede, but the sentence is still clear. And it leaves out many other facts.

Table 7.1.7 The lede, deconstructed
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Words Category Explanation

Three people are mentioned in the notes.
Neville is the first mentioned in the lede
because he has the most connection to
Kent State readers. Why name him? First,

Kent State sophomore Neville Harrold some readers will know him personally.
and his mother, members of a family Who Second, some may be familiar with him
band through the band. Third, many journalists

would say a murder victim generally
should be named in the lede out of
respect. Indeed, some would include the
mother's name as well

The sister's attempt is more recent.
Presumably she's been arrested, although

were killed What that's not even mentioned here. That's
because the main "who" is Neville, so the
"what" must focus on him.

Presumably this story will publish within
Thursday When a day or two.of the e?fent, so this is AP
style. Including the time of day wouldn't

add significant news value.

Adding more specific, such as that this
was a shooting, would be relatively
insignificant compared with the idea that

by his sister How it was a family member. Note that the
inclusion of this allegation makes it
absolutely necessary to have attribution in
the lede.

Including this in the lede would deserve
discussion in the newsroom. It certainly
who then attempted suicide Context would add to audience interest; humans
can be ghoulish. But should we be taking
advantage of that? What do you think?

If this had happened in a public place, or
somewhere on campus, more details
might add news value. In this case,
though, just the city is enough.

Stow Where

Any time you include an allegation of
police said Attribution criminal action, you must tell the audience
who's making the charge.

The police mentioned a family dispute.

Why not include that? The most important

(no words) Why reason is that this \/fras based only on
rumors. Readers will naturally wonder
why this happened, but you don't have

anything solid to answer.
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This one introduces some important concepts regarding coverage of official announcements.

Who: Alison Janney, 48, Kent State University provost for 12 years and alumna of the school, a resident of Ravenna, Ohio.
What: Announced her resignation.

When: Announcement was made Tuesday at 10 a.m. She said she will stay in the job through the end of the year.

Where: Announcement came in an email from Janney to faculty and staff. A university spokesman confirmed that Janney told
President Beverly Warren earlier in the day.

Why: No reason was given in the email. Janney could not be reached for comment.

Once again, you're reporting for Kent State student media. You've been told to write quickly; your editors want the story posted
online by noon. Before you read further, think about what you would include and how you would write the lede.

Here's one possible solution:

Kent State Provost Alison Janney resigned Tuesday morning after 12 years in the job. She will continue in the role until
the end of the year.

Table 7.1.8 The lede, deconstructed
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Words Category Explanation

She is clearly the most significant "who."

A 11 f th

Kent State Provost Alison Janney Who er as PrOVO?t’ usuatly one of the top
university officers, she should be well

known to student readers.

You might be tempted to instead write that

. she announced her resignation. But in
resigned What
most cases, focus on the effect, not the

announcement.

AP style requires using the day, not
"today." You might say that "morning"
isn't needed; that's a judgment call. You
Tuesday morning When would not include a specific time, in part
because that's ambiguous -- do you use 10
a.m., when the email was sent, or the
unspecified time she talked to Warren?

It would make a difference if she'd only
after 12 years on the job Context been on the job a few months, or had been
there for decades.

It's unusual to have two examples of
"when" in a lede. Here, the resignation is
by far the most significant event, so the
When first "when" should be tied to it. But
readers would naturally wonder what

She will continue in the role until the end
of the year

comes next, so explaining that requires
the second.

The inclusion of "Kent State" in her title
(no words) Where provides all the news value to be squeezed
out of the "where" possibilities.

Readers certainly will wonder about her
reasons. But you don't know. And you

(no words) Why generally should not use the lede to tell
your readers that you don't know
something.

Don't be fooled into thinking "in an

email" or "in a meeting with President

Beverly Warren" is needed. Neither adds
(no words) How .

news value. And in general, the way an

announcement is made is not important

enough for a lede.

v/ Example 7.1.7

Now we're going to start with a less organized collection of facts. You'll have to think harder about what you need. You're
writing for student media.

o Lisa Goddard, 19, from Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. Black hair dyed blonde, brown eyes, dark complexion. About 5-foot-4.
e Sophomore at Kent State studying nursing. Had a 2.9 GPA. Went to a rock concert last week: Motorhead.
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o Kent State Police report: She was apparently standing on a ladder; fell from the window in her fourth-floor room in Koonce
Hall. Roommate was in class.

o Unidentified man outside the residence hall called police at 1 p.m. today and said he had just seen someone fall.

e Police arrived a few minutes later. Found Goddard on the ground outside the dorm. She told them she'd fallen.

¢ Students interviewed who were in or around Koonce told reporters they had heard a scream and a thud, and saw an open
window on the fourth floor later identified as Goddard's room.

o Taken by ambulance and is reported in serious but stable condition at 8 p.m. in Robinson Memorial Hospital, 6847 N.
Chestnut St., Ravenna, Ohio. Multiple injuries including broken bones and internal organ damage.

o Her parents have arrived in town this evening. They declined to speak to a reporter.

e The university spokesperson referred all questions to the police. Police referred everyone to their report.

It’s Tuesday night. We need a story to run online by the time students wake up Wednesday morning. How can you quickly sort
through all this? Use the 5 W's first.

Wheo: The most important person or organization. Once you decide on that, another question: Are they well known to your
student audience? If so, you'll want to name them; if not, a short description will do.

What: What happened? What's the key event? Is it the most recent thing you know? If not, you have to decide whether to use
one or the other. Or you could use both; then you have to decide which comes first.

When: Does the "when" matter? If so, when did events happen? What is the lowest level of specificity that will deliver strong
news value?

Where: Again, does the "where" matter, and if so, at what level of specifity can you produce strong news value for your
audience?

Why/how: Do you know why the event happened, or exactly how? Remember: When in doubt, leave it out.

From the answers to those questions, decide what's most important or interesting to your audience. Then consider two more
issues:

Context: Does the audience need any other information to understand the significance of what happened? Do you have such
information?

Attribution: Is it necessary to include attribution? Will the lede contain any allegations of criminal activity? Are any of the
details you will use in doubt?

Considering all of the above, what would your version of the lede look like? Here's one possible version:
A Kent State sophomore was in serious condition Tuesday night after falling from a fourth-floor window at Koonce Hall.

Here's the thinking:
Table 7.1.9 The lede, deconstructed
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Words Category Explanation

With no indication that Goddard was well
known, the most newsworthy description

A Kent State sophomore Who is that she was a Kent State student, like
most of your readers. "Sophomore" adds a
suggestion of her age.

Her condition is the most recent thing you
know that's significant, while the fall is
the most important. The writer could

was in serious condition ... after falling What argue that because some readers may have
already heard about the incident through
word of mouth or social media, the newest
news should come first.

While the fall happened earlier, the
Tuesday night When decision to put her 'c<.)nditio.n first means
that's the most significant time for the

lede.

It's likely most students would know the
at Koonce Hall Where location of most dorms, so being this
specific captures the most news value.

Including this specific detail explains why

a fourth-floor window Context .
the fall was serious.

You don't know if this was a deliberate act
or an accident. The police report hints that
she might have fallen off a ladder, but no
more.

(no words) Why/how

That she fell from her room seems to be
fairly established from the police report
and your reporting, and there's no
allegation of criminal conduct. Later in

(no words) Attribution the story, you will specify which hospital
reported on her condition. Some
journalists might disagree, but holding the
attribution for later in a situation such as
this would be common.

As a further exercise, you might discuss what questions you would ask the police and the students in the area.

v/ Example 7.1.8

One last exercise. Getting even closer to how you may encounter stories for real, start with an email sent by your university
president. This just popped into everyone's inbox. (The email is adapted from a real one sent by a former president of Kent
State.)

10:13:04 a.m., Monday, May 9
Dear Kent State Community Members:

I am pleased to announce the appointment of Alice Roosevelt Long, Ph.D., as senior vice president for financial affairs,
effective June 10.

@ 0 a 7.1.17 https://human.libretexts.org/@go/page/382345


https://libretexts.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://human.libretexts.org/@go/page/382345?pdf

LibreTexts"

I believe that Dr. Long is an outstanding choice for Kent State at this time She brings successful and significant
experience in financial leadership and a very cooperative style that is valued by our university community. She has
served professionally as our interim senior vice president since Sept. 9, after six years as assistant treasurer. She served
with grace and distinction as acting President for much of last year during my medical leave. Dr. Long joined Kent State
in September 2015 after 14 years in a series of increasingly responsible roles in finance at the University of Akron and
Indiana University at Gary. She holds a Ph.D. in financial administration from Notre Dame University and an MBA from
the J.L. Kellogg Graduate School of Management at Northwestern University.

My thanks to to every member of our academic community who invested precious time to mee the three finalists for the
position during their campus interviews, including students, the vice presidents and deans, the staff in financial affairs,
the Faculty Senate's Committee on Administrative Officers (CAO) and members of the Board of Trustees.

With deepest gratitude I offer thanks to Vice President for Student Affairs Marty Barron for his leadership as chair of the
search committee. I am also grateful for the dedicated and diligent search committee members who were key to bringing
three quite talented finalists to campus interviews: Mary Sunshine, graduate student trustee; Harrison Bergeron,
Executive Director, Undergraduate Student Government; Lainie Kazan, Student Diversity Advisory Council; Donald
Eider, Director of Student Services; Nike Orange, M.D., Director, University Health Services; Plentyforth Hamlin III,
Ph.D., Chair and Professor, Department of Political Science; Leah Snyder, Ph.D., vice president and treasurer; Harold
Stassen, Ph.D., Dean, College of Communication and Information, and Assistant Professor of Journalism; Chip O'Cedar,
Ph.D., Interim Dean, University College, and Rufus T. Firefly, Ph.D., Professor of Architecture and Interim Chair,
School of Visual Communication and Design.

On behalf of all our Kent State community, I congratulate and offer good wishes to Dr. Long upon her selection. We look
forward to working together to achieve our vision of Kent State as an affordable "Students First" university.

Best regards,
Beverly Warren, Ph.D.

After you finish reading that epic email -- which, we remind you, is adapted from a real one of similar length -- you quickly
search your newsroom's website for background. Based on past stories, you take these notes on Long and the job:

o Kent native

o Will oversee Flash Technology Center, Kent State University Bookstore, Residence Services, Bursar’s Office, Financial
Aid, Endowment and Development Office

e Reports directly to Warren; top finance officer of the university

o Was the signer of every student financial aid check and tuition bill since the fall of 2010.

e One of three finalists in national search. Others: Dr. Terrence Hogan, special assistant to the president, University of
Eastern South Dakota, Dr. Dione Somerville, vice president for finance, Pittsburg State University

e Search took 17 months, following retirement of Helena Soo.

You need to quickly turn this into a story, and that starts with a lede. You have lots of information. Use the tools you've learned
so far to come up with one paragraph to start the story. It's going to be posted as soon as possible.

Below are several possible versions, ranging from the weakest to the strongest. Where would your version fit?

Table 7.1.10 Alternative summary ledes
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Lede

Alice Roosevelt Long was named Kent
State's new senior vice president for
financial affairs on May 9 in a university
email sent by President Beverly Warren.

Kent State President Beverly Warren
named Alice Roosevelt Long, the interim
senior vice president for financial affairs,
to the job permanently in an email sent
Monday to the university community.

Alice Roosevelt Long is Kent State's new
senior vice president for financial affairs.
Long, a long-time university official, had
been interim senior vice president since
fall.

Kent State has a new senior vice
president of financial affairs. She's Alice
Roosevelt Long, who has worked for the
university since 2015.

Kent State's new top financial officer is a
familiar name. Alice Roosevelt Long,
who signed every financial aid check and
tuition bill for years, was promoted
Monday.

Alice Roosevelt Long, who filled in for
President Beverly Warren last year, is
now the university's top financial officer.

Comments

Passive voice, which isn't forbidden but
could be avoided. Violates AP style
("May 9" should be "Monday.") Uses
Long's name, but that's no help to
students who don't know her. Provides no
context. Uses job title that may not mean
anything to audience. Has irrelevant
information (in a university email).

Warren is not the most important person.
Like the lede above, unnecessarily
mentions the email. Long name and title
awkwardly separate the verb (named)
from the prepositional phrase (to the job).

Weak verb (is). Still uses long title
without explaining what it means. Vague
context (long-time university official).

Weak main verbs (has, is). Somewhat
better context than previous lede, but still
vague.

Emphasizes the job, not the person, and
describes what the job does rather than
the official title. Includes detail (what she
signed) that may remind readers why her
name's familiar. Still has a weak main
verb.

Uses the thing that would make her most
familiar to students. Avoids elements,
including the "when," that don't add much
news value. Still has a weak main verb,
though.

Grade

Below average.

Below average.

Average.

Average.

Above average.

Above average.

Even the best ledes here have some flaws, but nothing major. What's most important is the content. They cut through jargon,
such as the specific job title, to focus on what things really mean. They use interesting context to make the story more

interesting.

This page titled 7.1: Summary ledes is shared under a CC BY-NC 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by John Kroll and Kent
State University.
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7.2: Chapter Review

Chapter Review

e The summary lede is the most common way of starting news releases and remains valuable in journalism.

o Summary ledes are appropriate for delivering news quickly and clearly.

e A lede that fails to mention key news values is selling the story short.

¢ You should be able to identify the who, what, when, where, and why or how in a story. Stories can have more than one of each.
To determine the most important W’s to put in a lede, you should recognize and be able to apply these standards:

o What is the most recent event the story includes?
o What is the most important event or fact in the story?
o What other facts would add news value or help readers understand the significance of the story?

e Most summary ledes are one or two sentences long.

o Choose only the most important facts; you have the rest of the story to fill in the blanks.

o In most cases, avoid the most specific descriptions of the W’s. Use more general descriptions in the lede and get more detailed
in the rest of the story.

¢ Do not use names of people or organizations in a summary lede unless they are already familiar to the audience. Avoid long
names in the lede if possible, even if they are familiar to the audience.

e Write in the past or future tense as appropriate.

e Avoid the present tense when writing straight news stories.

o First words matter.

o Start most summary ledes with the main who or what. The when and where should be placed later in the sentence or even in
another paragraph.

o Many bad ledes are bad because the writer failed to tell the readers something they didn’t already know.

o If a meeting was scheduled in advance, it isn’t news that it took place. What happened? If a decision was made, what is the
impact of that decision? If a court decides a case, the fact that a decision was reached isn’t news. What was the decision? What
is its impact?

o Give away the punchline.

o All ledes should be written with the goal of luring the reader into reading the rest of the story. However, the summary lede does
not tease; it does not withhold key information. The summary lede’s lure is a quick presentation of the gist of the story.

This page titled 7.2: Chapter Review is shared under a CC BY-NC 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by John Kroll and Kent
State University.
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7.3: Optional Exercises

? Exercise 7.3.1

Select news stories from a variety of professional and student media. Read and analyze the ledes, using these questions:

Is this a summary lede or something else?

If it is a summary lede, which of the 5 W's does it contain?

Which of the W's are mentioned first? Are those the most important or interesting?

What event in the story happened most recently (remembering that the most recent event may be in the future)? Is that in
the lede?

For those elements that could have various levels of specificity, do you agree with the choices made about what level was
used?

Is there anything you would take out of the lede?

Is there anything missing?

Do not assume that the ledes you see are good just because they've been published. Apply the guidelines from this chapter.

? Exercise 7.3.2

Using a set of facts that your instructor provides, work in small groups to craft a summary lede. When you're done, send one
person up to the board to write your entry. Try to be quick; news moves fast.

Use the guidelines in this chapter. First, decide what's most important or interesting, what's newest and if any context is
needed. Then use those factors to decide the most items for each W. Finally, put those together into a sentence or two, with the
most newsworthy elements close to the beginning.

Once every group is done, your instructor can point out common issues and specific good or bad points. Pay attention to what
they say about all the ledes, not just your group's.

This page titled 7.3: Optional Exercises is shared under a CC BY-NC 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by John Kroll and
Kent State University.
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CHAPTER OVERVIEW

8: Inverted Pyramid

8.1: Inverted Pyramid
8.2: Chapter Review
8.3: Optional Exercises

Why the pyramid matters

News stories consist of collections of facts -- names, dates, places, events, actions, quotes, explanations, etc. In the chapter on
summary ledes, we told you the most recent and most significant of these usually go into the first paragraph. But what about all the
other stuff?

Story structure describes how the information in a story is organized. To put it another way, it’s how you decide which paragraph
goes where.

The structures used in journalism and public relations are designed to serve the audience. Just as the summary lede works well
when the goal is to deliver news quickly and clearly, the structure underneath a summary lede works best when it’s adapted to the
needs of impatient readers. And just as with the summary lede, the inverted pyramid is not always the best choice, but it's useful
when news is breaking fast.

This page titled 8: Inverted Pyramid is shared under a CC BY-NC 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by John Kroll and Kent

State University.
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8.1: Inverted Pyramid

Pyramids

You know some story structures -- although you may not have called them that -- from previous writing. Maybe you were taught to
write a five-paragraph essay. Or you may have been told how to organize a research paper as something like thesis, evidence,
conclusion. You use a story structure when you talk to your friends, too. If you start talking about a recent vacation by describing
the plane ride out, then go day by day through your return, you’re using chronological order.

For basic journalism, you need to learn a different structure. It’s called an inverted pyramid.

\ LEDE PARAGRAPH /

\ SUPPORT /

\ LESS IMPORTANT /

EVEN LESS
IMPORTANT

\\
N
\

EVEN LESS
IMPORTANT

EVEN LESS
IMPORTANT

EVEN LESS
IMPORTANT

Figure 8.1.1: The inverted pyramid (CC BY-NC-ND John Kroll)

What is an inverted pyramid?

In journalism, “inverted pyramid” refers to a story structure in which facts are arranged in order of importance, from the most
important (top) to the least.

If this sounds like an odd way to organize a story, there’s a reason for that. The inverted pyramid was not created to make for better
storytelling. It was created to keep journalists from being crushed to death by irate printers.

Briefly: A story written in inverted pyramid style can easily be shortened by cutting off as many paragraphs from the bottom as
needed. Since each paragraph at the bottom is less important than the one above, a trim of any length is still guaranteed to leave the
most important facts.

The crushing comes in because in olden days, newspaper pages started out as wooden forms into which were inserted long columns
of heavy lead type. In the chaos of newspaper makeup then, stories would be sent back at whatever length, and a journalist in the
back shop would work with a printer to jigsaw those stories into the space available. There was no time to fuss and fidget, and no
easy way to drop a few words here and there. Trims had to be made quickly and simply. Journalists who kept printers from doing
their jobs efficiently might find several pounds of lead accidentally landing on their toes, or even a squirt of molten metal burning a
hole in their new paper shirt collar. Thus, the inverted pyramid.

It turned out the format created to solve mechanical problems had other advantages. With some refinement, the inverted pyramid
remains useful today.
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What makes a paragraph?

Before we can talk about structure, you should understand the parts that make it up.

That's a fact, Jack

Let’s start small. Let’s start with a fact.
Here’s a fact:
Afi Little is your university's new vice president of student affairs.

That’s about as concise as you can make that point and still be understandable. Leave out any piece and you’re skipping something
essential. Most sentences in journalism should contain one fact, and one fact only.

Here are three facts: She got her bachelor of arts degree in psychology from Baylor University. She got a master of science degree
in counseling and student personnel services from Oklahoma State University. She got a Ph.D. in counseling and student personnel
services from the University of Georgia. Three facts, but they all have the same subject and verb. They can easily be combined into
one sentence without violating the one-fact guideline:

She got a bachelor’s degree in psychology from Baylor University, a master’s in counseling and student personnel services
from Oklahoma State University and a Ph.D. in the same subject from the University of Georgia.

Here are two facts:
She had been associate vice president and dean of students. Jennifer Kulics is filling that role on an interim basis.
Those two facts can stand on their own, but they are closely related. They could be combined with appropriate punctuation:
She had been associate vice president and dean of students; Jennifer Kulic fills those roles on an interim basis.

The ideal in journalism is one fact per sentence (even if those sentences are part of one compound sentence).

What's the idea?

Similarly, the ideal is one idea per paragraph.

“One idea per paragraph” is a guideline found in advice for all sorts of writing, not just journalism. Some describe even the bulky
paragraphs of five-paragraph essays or novels as having just one idea. Obviously, not everyone agrees about what an “idea” is.

Some writing advice cheats a little by using the number of sentences (usually one to three per idea) as a way of determining how
many ideas there are. It’s true journalism paragraphs are generally short, which generally means one to three sentences, at least for
newspapers. But that’s like saying a recipe should contain only the ingredients needed to cook a dish, and then saying you can
figure out if you have everything you need by counting the number of ingredients. You might end up trying to make a cake with
flour, sugar and light bulbs.

These are some ways writers have tried to explain what “one idea per paragraph” means:

o What is the main point the paragraph makes? Do all the sentences relate directly to that point?
o Could you come up with one short label to describe all the facts in the paragraph?

e Are transitional words (such as “meanwhile,” “furthermore,” “in addition) at the start of the paragraph, or in the middle?
(Transitional words indicate some transition, some shifting of topic.)

No one of these is perfect. For example, “one short label” doesn’t tell you how to figure out the appropriate labels. We could lump
all the information about Little’s life, education and work into the label “background,” but that would be a lot to cover in one
paragraph.

The real answer probably lies in a combination of these guidelines and the “one to three sentences” tip. If you find yourself adding

more sentences than that to one paragraph, give it a second look and think about how you might break it apart.

How not to write

It might help to look at some bad examples of paragraphing.
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BAD: Tomiko Kagawi was born in a small town north of Tokyo. She graduated from high school with honors and earned a
degree last year in economics from Tokyo University. She bought a red sports car after graduation with money she’d earned
as a waitress. She lives in Tokyo now, where she buys and sells bonds for a major bank.

It should be obvious the third sentence, about the car, is out of place. While it flows in chronological order, it doesn’t have any
topical relation to the other sentences. Let’s improve it.

BETTER: Tomiko Kagawi was born in a small town north of Tokyo. She graduated from high school with honors and earned
a degree last year in economics from Tokyo University. She lives in Tokyo now, where she buys and sells bonds for a major
bank.

That missing sports car may still have a place in the story, but only if the writer can find a logical place to put it.
Sometimes paragraphs have the right information in the right order, but too much is smooshed together.

BAD: Student Success Programs Coordinator Arnold Ziffel sees the impact SmashGuides have and the help they give to the
newest members of the Hoover State family. Ziffel explained, “The SmashGuides have a large impact on the incoming
freshmen. They (freshmen) can see them as upperclassmen who have been successful, who have done a lot of different
things.” The SmashGuides are chosen to bring a lot of diversity to the table. “We choose a very diverse group of
SmashGuides so they have a variety of majors, a variety of stories, they come from a variety of hometowns,” Ziffel said.
“They can to connect with many different types of students, and I think that speaks powerfully to feeling connected to the
campus and feeling you do belong here, no matter who you are.”

The sentences do have something in common; they’re all related to things Arnold Ziffel said about SmashGuides. Look closer,
though: The first three sentences are about the effect SmashGuides have on freshmen. The other three are about how diverse the
guides are. A journalist would first split this into two paragraphs based on ideas.

BETTER: Student Success Programs Coordinator Arnold Ziffel sees the impact SmashGuides have and the help they give to
the newest members of the Hoover State family. Ziffel explained: “The SmashGuides have a large impact on the incoming
freshmen. They (freshmen) can see them as upperclassmen who have been successful, who have done a lot of different
things.”

The SmashGuides are chosen to bring a lot of diversity to the table. “We choose a very diverse group of SmashGuides so
they have a variety of majors, a variety of stories, they come from a variety of hometowns,” Ziffel said. “They can to connect
with many different types of students, and I think that speaks powerfully to feeling connected to the campus and feeling you
do belong here, no matter who you are.”

Another rule regarding paragraphs: Put direct quotes that are complete sentences in their own paragraphs. (More about that in the
Quotes chapter.(opens in new window)) The passage needs a few other fixes to end up like this:

BEST: SmashGuides offer help and role models, said Arnold Ziffel, student success programs coordinator.

“The SmashGuides have a large impact on the incoming freshmen,” he said. “(The new students) can see them as
upperclassmen who have been successful, who have done a lot of different things.”

The SmashGuides are chosen to serve all students.

“We choose a very diverse group of SmashGuides so they have a variety of majors, a variety of stories, they come from a
variety of hometowns,” Ziffel said. “... T think that speaks powerfully to feeling connected to the campus and feeling you do
belong here, no matter who you are.”

Here’s another example.

BAD: Rafa Mandalo eats the same breakfast every morning: two eggs, over easy; two pieces of whole- wheat bread, lightly
toasted; a glass of orange juice and a cup of fat-free yogurt. He cooks the eggs and toasts the bread using a hot plate he got
last year as a gift from his cousin, who lives in New York City. The hot plate was designed and manufactured in Botswana. It
uses small cubes of liquid fuel. A complicated set of wires and baffles spread the heat from the flame over the cooking
surface efficiently, saving on fuel and avoiding a concentration of heat that might start a larger fire. Mandalo takes his time

over breakfast, chewing slowly as he plans his day. However, like his breakfast, the rest of each day doesn’t change.
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This paragraph should be split into four ideas: What he has for breakfast, how he cooks it, how he eats it, and the transition (the
“however” is a clue that there’s a shift in ideas).

BETTER: Rafa Mandalo eats the same breakfast every morning: two eggs, over easy; two pieces of whole- wheat bread,
lightly toasted; a glass of orange juice and a cup of fat-free yogurt.

He cooks the eggs and toasts the bread using a hot plate he got last year as a gift from his cousin, who lives in New York
City. The hot plate was designed and manufactured in Botswana. It uses small cubes of liquid fuel. A complicated set of
wires and baffles spread the heat from the flame over the cooking surface efficiently, saving on fuel and avoiding a
concentration of heat that might start a larger fire.

Mandalo takes his time over breakfast, chewing slowly as he plans his day.
However, like his breakfast, the rest of each day doesn’t change.

Notice the second graf: It’s four sentences long. “One to three sentences” is a guide, not an absolute rule. Are you getting the idea?
This is adapted from a student’s story:

BAD: It’s Game 7. The Indians are down two runs in the late innings. Rajai Davis comes to plate and ties the game on a two-
run home run. Cleveland Indians beat writer Paul Hoynes of cleveland.com said that was one of his favorite experiences
from the entire playoff run. “There had been so many Cubs fans in the stadium the whole series and they were so loud,”
Hoynes said. “God love Cubs fans, but they were obnoxious as hell,” Hoynes said. The Davis home run “shut the Cubs fans
up,” he said, but Indians fans took up the slack, and it was the loudest the stadium had been in a while.

If you remember to keep one idea per paragraph and to put direct quotes of a sentence or more in their own grafs, you get this:

BETTER: It’s Game 7. The Indians are down two runs in the late innings. Rajai Davis comes to plate and ties the game on a
two-run home run.

Cleveland Indians beat writer Paul Hoynes of cleveland.com said that was one of his favorite experiences from the entire
playoff run.

“There had been so many Cubs fans in the stadium the whole series and they were so loud,” he said. “God love Cubs fans,
but they were obnoxious as hell.”

The Davis home run “shut the Cubs fans up,” he said, but Indians fans took up the slack, and it was the loudest the stadium
had been in a while.

One last caution: Once you learn to write in shorter paragraphs, don’t overcorrect.
BAD: A family of four survived the quake thanks to a crying baby.
Heather Mauston, the child’s mother, said she woke around 3 a.m. and got up to comfort her 6-month-old daughter.
As she walked to the child’s room, she felt the first rumblings and called out to her husband and 5-year-old son.
They fled their bungalow.
Just seconds later, the full impact hit and reduced it to rubble.

BETTER: A family of four survived the quake thanks to a crying baby. Heather Mauston, the child’s mother, said she woke
around 3 a.m. and got up to comfort her 6-month-old daughter. As she walked to the child’s room, she felt the first rumblings
and called out to her husband and 5-year-old son. They fled their bungalow.

Just seconds later, the full impact hit and reduced it to rubble.

The first version, split into five one-sentence paragraphs, is choppy. The reader isn’t given any clues to how closely one sentence is
connected to another. And the impact of the final sentence is weak. In the second version, the change in rhythm from a longish
paragraph to a short one adds to the drama.

Inverted pyramid principle

Now that you know what paragraphs should look like, how do you string them together? In an inverted pyramid structure, you

follow these guidelines.
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The story starts with a summary lede.

Luckily, you already know how to write one. We don’t have to say any more about that.

The lede is a promise that must be kept

In a summary lede, you use the most important and interesting facts. You’re making a vow to readers: Keep going and you’ll find
out more about these things. You must follow through. Any fact given in the lede must be explained somewhere in the rest of
the story.

If the lede left out any essentials, those should go in the second graf or as soon after as possible.

If you left one of the 5 W’s out of the lede, put it in the second graf. If there’s a strong news value you couldn’t squeeze into the
lede, mention it up high.

The inverted pyramid assumes you are in a fierce battle for the readers’ attention. Putting attention-grabbing topics near the
beginning increases the chances they will stick around. Getting the basics of the 5 W’s up there assures you that even if they leave
early, you’ve gotten the meat of the story across.

An inverted pyramid story has three parts: the essential, the interesting and the rest.

As you’ve already gathered, essential information goes at the beginning. What’s essential? The reader should know the core of the
story, focusing on those elements that add news values.

Some people won a prize: Who won? What did they win? Why did they win?

Is what they said in acceptance speeches essential? Only if it adds news value. Did they accept the award humbly? Then, probably
nah. Did one of them do 10 one-handed pushups, at 73 years old? Then, yeah.

After that comes the interesting or useful stuff. A colorful quote. Background that says they used to live in your publication’s
hometown, but moved away. A more detailed explanation of why they won.

Finally, you sweep up the leavings. Past winners. What the winners will do next. Stuff that no one would miss if it fell off the page.

Many inverted pyramid stories will never get to the third part.

The story gets more detailed as it goes on

It’s common for an inverted pyramid story to revisit a topic several paragraphs later. The first discussion is general; the second fills
in more details. It might even get a third go-around with even more specific information.

Think about meeting a friend who blurts out, “I got robbed today!”
That’s her lede. The who, what and when are there. She’s got your attention. You’ll ask what happened.

“Well, I was walking to Franklin Hall around 11:30 this morning. This guy stole my backpack with my laptop.” You’ve got the
essential information. If you’ve got time, though, you’ll ask more:

“Did he get away?”

“Yeah. This other guy on a bike had almost run into me, so I stopped and started yelling at him. Then this guy runs up out of
nowhere while I wasn’t paying attention and yanks the backpack so hard the straps break. He runs off in one direction. The guy on
the bike pushes me to the sidewalk and races off in the other direction. Somebody called the cops, but by the time they showed up
the two guys were nowhere in sight.”

Interesting, possibly useful, but not essential. Notice how the incident that was first described in four words -- “I was robbed
today!” -- expanded to two sentences, then to five?

Perhaps your friend would keep talking. She might say she was lucky she had backed up her homework to the cloud. The missing
homework hadn’t struck you as very important, and you wouldn’t have gone away wondering if she didn’t mention it.

What works in conversation works in writing. Let’s look at an example from a story that could appear on a local news site.

Table 8.1.1 A story, deconstructed
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Words

A truck slammed into a school bus on a rain-slicked road in
Franklin Township Tuesday, killing two brothers and seriously
injuring four other students and the bus driver.

The vehicles collided shortly after 7:30 a.m. as the bus turned left
from Ravenna Road onto southbound Rte. 43, police said. The
truck had swerved onto the wrong side of the road and appear to
be out of control, a witness said.

A 14-year-old boy died at the scene; his 12-year-old brother died
later at a hospital, officials said. They declined to identify the
victims pending notification of their parents.

The bus driver, Erin Morgan, is unconscious and has internal
organ damage, according to Resurrection Hospital. Four students
are being treated for concussions and crushing bone injuries. The
truck driver, Ed Swanson, was unhurt, as were the other students
on the bus.

Morgan's bus was near the start of its run and had only eight
passengers, the Kent City School District reported.

A motorist just behind Swanson's Hastings Dairy truck said its
brake lights flashed briefly as it reached a deep puddle.

"Then the front of the truck swung hard to the left," Aaron Gold of
Kent said, "and the back end drifted right. It looked like the driver
tried to fight it back onto the right side, but it swung over again
just before the intersection."

The bus itself may have skidded through the turn and ended up
slightly on the wrong side of the road, several neighbors said.

Two mile of Rte. 43 on either side of the intersection were closed
to traffic for four hours as police investigated.

Kent City Schools remained open, but classes were cancelled at
the victims' schools and grief counselors were brought in. Classes
will resume Wednesday.

No decision about possible charges against either driver has been
made, police said.

Defining importance

Explanation

The summary lede presents the key elements: An accident (what)
Tuesday (when) in Franklin Township (where) that killed or
injured seven people (who) on a rain-slicked road (possible why).
If this were just one item in a collection of brief reports, the story
could end here.

The second graf goes into more detail. It's more specific about the
"where" and "when." Because it has a suggestion of blame, it's
important to provide attribution. And because it's based on just one
witness, it's best to keep it out of the lede.

These grafs complete the essential information with details about
the victims mentioned in the lede.

The lede's vow is fullfilled. Readers know everything important.
The story could end after this section.

The story returns to the central incident a third time, telling it in
chronological order and greater detail.

This narrative may be interesting to readers, especially if they're
familiar with that stretch of road.

It also provides more information about the sentence in the second
graf citing the truck's motion. By the end of this section, readers
have a complete picture of the event.

The rest of the story covers additional information not directly
relevant to understanding the accident itself.

As is common at the end of inverted pyramid stories, the writer
makes no attempt to transition from one paragraph to another.
Each is an island.

Whether you’re told to look for essential information or told to put things in order of importance, you’re still stuck with a basic

problem: What does “important” mean?

You’re not alone. Chip Scanlan, who would go on to a long career as a reporter, editor and writing coach, winning awards and

writing textbooks, told this story on the Poynter.org site about his start as a reporter:

Summing up three hours of a school board meeting or trying to answer the five W’s about a fatal car accident in a single

paragraph, then deciding what other information belonged in the story -- and in what order -- was arduous and frustrating,

especially with the clock ticking to deadline.

Also, as a beginner, I usually didn’t have the knowledge of the subjects I covered to easily answer the central question posed

by the event: What was newsworthy about it, and in what order of importance?
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As Scanlan says, the problem begins with the very first paragraph. But the summary lede is one short paragraph; your choices are
narrowed. It gets tougher as you consider the rest of the story. Keep these concepts in mind.
Focus on your audience

Always know whom you’re writing for. The student media audience, made up mostly of students, would have different priorities
than the readers of the closest metro newspaper, who would have different priorities than those reading a national magazine such as
The Atlantic.

In addition to your broad audience, consider segments of it that might have a particular interest in a story.

Look again at the bus crash story. Most of it is written to appeal to a general audience. Within that audience, though, two subgroups
-- commuters who use Rte. 43 and parents of children in the affected schools -- had particular questions.

The reporter had to address those concerns. Where they went in the story depended on what the answers were. Since Rte. 43 was
already reopened and the schools were back to normal operation, they could go at the bottom.

What if the schools were going to close the next day? Even though that would not affect most readers, it would have a big impact
on some. It would have gone near the top of the story, possibly in the second graf.

Commit to the lede

If some angle of the story didn’t make it into the first or second graf, it’s not essential. The top paragraphs are for expanding on the
essentials, not introducing new concepts.

The middle section most often will retain some connection to the first grafs. It may zoom in on some detail, expand the description
or offer background. For example, if the intersection mentioned in the story above had been the scene of similar accidents in
previous years, that would go in the middle.

The last section collects facts not closely connected to the start of the story, or at least not mentioned there.

Use the news values

Keep using the list of values you were provided earlier in this book. Especially when you’re new at this, they can help you identify
the key elements of a story and decide how strong each is.

Beat the closing door

King Kaufman, whom you met in the previous chapter, had to coach inexperienced, volunteer bloggers to write interesting posts.
Talking about the first paragraph, he encouraged them to think about standing outside an elevator talking to someone inside, just as
the door began to close. You’d want to blurt out the most interesting stuff, right?

Video 8.1.1: Taking the Lead Part 2 by King Kaufman | Watch on YouTube(opens in new window) [www.youtube.com] | Transcript
available on YouTube
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Think about your story in a similar way, except you don’t know when the elevator door is going to close. You could get cut off at
any point. Organize your story so if the door closes after a particular paragraph or short section, you won’t be left on the other side
saying “Ooh, I forgot to mention ..."

Ask for help

If you don’t know much about the type of story you’re writing, how can you tell whether, say, the dollar figure put on damages

from a house fire is “big”?

You find out the answers. For example, you ask the fire chief or look online to compare the cost of fire damages with similar
incidents. Don’t guess; report.

Keeping the audience in mind

Stories such as the one outlined above about a traffic accident are common assignments for reporters in local newsrooms. There,
the audience is broad, defined only by region. But what about when you're dealing with an audience that has more in common? The
story below is more like what you might be asked to write for student media.

Table 8.1.2 Inverted pyramid story, deconstructed
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Words Explanation

The lede has the key facts. The most important decision the writer
had to make regarded the level of specifity. Naming all the
professors would have lengthened it a lot, and most of the names

Three political science professors, along with colleagues from the  might not be familiar to most students. But saying only that six

English, education and languages departments, won Kent State's professors had won would eliminate the potential news value for

top teaching awards Friday. students who have taken classes in these departments. And,
because the awards are given out every year, not providing any
detail about the winners would have only told readers that the
expected annual event happened.

Distinguished Teaching Awards, given to tenure-track faculty,

went to Dennis Hart and Steven Hook, associated professors of

political science, along with Stephen Thomas, a professor of . . . .

. . . . The next paragraphs quickly fill in the details omitted from the
teaching, leadership and curriculum studies. lede. As a brief. the st 1d end h - hi ol
Outstanding Teaching Awards for term and non-tenure-track t}e1 el' ds}ell rll)e ’ dei oy Zou end here. Lverything promised in
faculty went to Katherine Blackbird, an English lecturer; Vernon ¢ fede has been celiverec.
Sykes, assistant professor of political science; and Steve Vickery,

who teaches American Sign Language.

Several winners stressed the interaction between professor and

students.

"The most interesting of all," Hart said, "is to have other people

think, to get them to see the world like they've never seen it

before." A reporter should try to gather quotes from as many of the winners
For Blackbird, who teaches creative writing, the award isn't as as possible. But in choosing which will make the story most
important as the chance to work with young writers. interesting to student readers, it's smart to pick those that focus on
"One of the gifts of teaching for me is the opportunity to really students.

learn from my students," she said.

Vickery, who is deaf, spoke through an interpreter. He said the

award was more for his students.

"They're the ones who brought me here," Vickery said.

Each tenure-track winner got a crystal apple and $1,500. The other
winners received engraved clocks.
The Distinguished Teaching program, in its 40th year, is

Thi h: back d. While th ds for winni
sponsored by the Alumni Association. The other awards have been €S¢ paragraphs are backgroun ¢ the rewards for winning

. . . . . might be very interesting to other teachers, they're not at the top of
given out for 12 years by the University Teaching Council. g . y g Y P
. . - the list for student readers.
Professors are nominated at large. Committees choose finalists
who submit statements and evaluation records before the winners

are chosen.

This page titled 8.1: Inverted Pyramid is shared under a CC BY-NC 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by John Kroll and Kent
State University.
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8.2: Chapter Review

Chapter Review

o “Inverted pyramid” refers to a story structure in which facts are arranged in order of importance, from the most important (top)
to the least.

o Although designed to solve mechanical problems, the story structure remains useful for basic news stories.

o Each sentence should contain one fact; each paragraph, one idea.

¢ Breaking a story into small, one-idea paragraphs makes it easier to understand.

o Inverted pyramid stories start with a summary lede.

e The lede is a promise that must be kept.

o Whatever you include in the lede must be further addressed in the body of the story.

o If the lede left out any essentials, those should go in the second graf or as soon after as possible.

o If, for example, you didn’t mention when something happened in the lede, that W should be addressed high in the story.

o An inverted pyramid story has three parts: the essential, the interesting and the rest.

o Use the news values to determine what’s essential.

o “Interesting” includes quotes, color and other stuff.

o Whatever’s left goes at the bottom. That may include details that aren’t essential to your audience or background that wasn’t
need to understand the key points.

o The story gets more detailed as it goes on.

o The lede establishes the starting point, the bones of a story. Later paragraphs add flesh.

o Watch out for the closing door.

e Many readers won’t make it all the way through your story, no matter how engaging it is. If they leave early, though, you don’t
want them to have missed crucial information. Write your story as if it could be shortened a paragraph at a time by cutting from
the bottom.

This page titled 8.2: Chapter Review is shared under a CC BY-NC 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by John Kroll and Kent
State University.
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8.3: Optional Exercises

? Exercise 8.3.1

Select a breaking news story from a professional or student website. Analyze it to see if it follows the guidelines in this
chapter:

Does it have a summary lede?

Does the lede contain the most important or interesting facts?

Are those facts expanded upon in the next few paragraphs?

Beyond the essentials, are there paragraphs that cover other useful information? Where are those?
Are there paragraphs that contain other information? Where are those?

How long is each paragraph?

Does each paragraph contain one idea?

Does each sentence contain one fact?

Don't be surprised if the story breaks some of the guidelines. But ask yourself: Was there a good reason to do that? Would the
story be better if it were rewritten?

? Exercise 8.3.2

Your instructor will give you a set of facts. Your job: Arrange them into the proper order, using the guidelines in this chapter,
and write a short news story in the inverted pyramid format.

This page titled 8.3: Optional Exercises is shared under a CC BY-NC 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by John Kroll and

Kent State University.
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CHAPTER OVERVIEW

9: Story Formulas

9.1: Story formulas for events
9.2: Story Formulas for Other News
9.3: Chapter Review

9.4: Optional Exercises

Why Formulas Matter
As a pocket-sized pilot said in the movie “Top Gun,” sometimes you “feel the need, the need for speed.”

In journalism, we call that need a “deadline.” For most news stories, publishing as quickly as possible is essential to maintaining
newsworthiness. There’s a reason it’s not called a “slightlywoundedline.”

Story formulas increase your speed because they decrease your choices. They tell you what information you need to gather and
how to present that information in the story.

Following a formula may not produce the best possible story, but it will produce one that’s good enough, and do so efficiently.
Communicators or not, we reach for such solutions often.

Doing so is called “satisficing.” The term comes from economist Herbert Simon. He coined it to explain a flaw in classical
economics: The notion that people will always try to maximize the benefit they get from a choice. Classical economics says if you
build a better mousetrap, the world will beat a path to your door. Simon says that given a choice of a hundred types of traps, the
vermin-bedeviled homeowner will choose one that does a good enough job, without studying the alternatives in such detail as to
“make impossible demands upon his capacity for thought.”

The true value of satisficing may not become apparent until you’ve finished covering a meeting that ran over its allotted time and
your editor tells you the story is due in 15 minutes. When that happens, though -- and something like it will happen to every one of
you, more than once in your career -- you’ll be glad we had this talk.

BE SCARED, VERY SCARED
Read the grafs below, the top of a story published by the Express & Star in Wolverhampton, England:

The latest figures reveal that 56.5 per cent of the 3,476 babies born across the area in 2016 have parents who were not
married or in a civil partnership when the birth was registered. That's a slight increase on the previous year.

Marriage or a same-sex civil partnership is the family setting for 43.5 per cent of children.

The figures mean that parents in Wolverhampton are less likely to be get married before having children than the average UK
couple. Nationwide, 52.3 per cent of babies have parents in a legally recognised relationship.

The figures on births, released by the Office for National Statistics, show that in 2016, 34 per cent of babies were registered
by parents who are listed as living together but not married or in a civil partnership.

Not the brightest writing, but it gets the job done. This is why you should be scared: The story wasn't written by a human. It was
generated by a computer fed a pile of data.

This is your future competition. The brilliant journalist A.J. Liebling didn't think he was the best writer in the world, but attributed
his success to the right equation.

"I can write better than anybody who can write faster," he said, "and I can write faster than anybody who can write better."

Well, no one can write faster than a computer. Your only hope is to write better. That will take time. The formulas here are a way
station, a guarantee that you can at least write as well as a computer.
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9.1: Story formulas for events

Moving past the pyramid

This textbook started with the inverted pyramid because it’s the single most useful, and most used, structure for basic news stories.
It is not the only structure, though.

Several specific types of news stories have their own standard structures, as well as other individual elements. Some are so rigid
that companies use computers to write the stories. In 2015, the Associated Press began using software to generate short stories
about corporate quarterly earnings reports. In 2016, the AP added minor-league baseball games. By 2026, news outlets around the
world were using Al in many other ways. How does Al construct a news story? By examining examples of previous stories and
trying to build a story that looks the same. In other words, AI looks for formulas.

If AI can follow a formula, why shouldn't you just let it do that, and concentrate on other parts of reporting? Because Al doesn't
know why a formula works. It just tries to match that formula as closely as possible. So determined is Al to follow formulas that it
will make up facts to fit when it doesn't have them at hand.

You're better than that. You have judgment. You can decide whether, on a particular story, it's best to deviate from the formula. You
have integrity. You will not make up facts.

In this chapter, we will consider formulas for covering common types of news stories.

For each type, you will be given a list of questions to be answered. These questions collect the basic information each story must
have. No matter what audience you’re writing for and what newsroom or organization publishes your work, these questions will
apply.

In addition, you will be given a specific structure to use when compiling the answers to these questions into a story. While these
structures are fairly common, each publisher will have its own particular rules. One newsroom may prefer that obituaries always
include the age of the person in the lede, for example, while another may insist it be in a later paragraph. But most organizations
will insist on a degree of consistency for obituaries, so being able to follow a formula is important.

Finally, we must consider whether using a formula at all is proper. Labeling writing as “formulaic” is a criticism; it means the
writing is predictable, cliched, uninspired. Why are we teaching you to write predictable stories?

¢ When communicating news, predictability can be a good thing. Let’s say you were unable to watch a key basketball game, and
you’re keenly interested in the outcome. If you look for a news story after the game, you’d expect it to mention who won right
at the top, and ideally to include the score high up as well. After you’ve learned that, you may want to read about key plays and
other highlights, but first you want to know who won.

The story could have begun in many ways, most of them more creative than revealing the outcome. Those ledes may be great
for sidebars and follow-ups. But writing for journalism and public relations is performing a service, and sometimes that means
giving people exactly what they expect.

You might even think of it as fast-food journalism. When you go to Chipotle, you know what you want. It’s not creativity. It’s
not unexpected. You ask for a chicken burrito with mild salsa and that’s what you’ll get. Some news stories have to be like that.

¢ You’re probably not good enough to be unpredictable yet. In any training, you get drilled on the basics before you advance to
fancier moves. Painters start with basic shapes; baseball players, with basic throwing and catching. The formulas presented here
are what reporters start with. These rules ensure that your stories are clear and provide the information readers want and need.
Only when you can understand the basics and execute them are you ready to break the rules.

o Predictability is more efficient. In modern communications organizations, writers may be expected to produce lots of stories
every week to fill the yawning maw of a website. Starting from scratch with every story takes time. Using formulas for some
stories saves time -- time you can use to better advantage on stories that have more potential.

This part of the chapter focuses on formulas for covering planned events. In another part(opens in new window), we provide
formulas for things that you can't predict.
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Previews

Writing about an event of any kind before it happens makes many decisions easy. The news -- what the readers don’t already know
-- is obvious: The event is coming. The W’s almost write themselves:

What ...

... is the event (not just name, but description as well)?
... does it cost?

... can the reader get out of it?

Who ...

... is presenting it?

... will appear?

When ...

... isit?

... are tickets available?

Where ...

... isit?

... can readers get tickets?

... can readers get more information?

Why ...

... is it happening? (A charity? An annual event?)

... should readers want to go? (If that’s not already obvious from previous answers.)

You may be able to get all that information from a news release or a website. Don’t stop there, however. Even a basic event
announcement is better if you have at least one direct contact with an organizer. If nothing else, you have to verify the information
you were given. “But that’s what the news release said” will not satisfy angry readers who missed an event because your story gave
the wrong date.

On the other hand, don’t pad your story with unnecessary quotes. Whenever possible, limit your interviews to people who know
what they’re talking about and can add information for your readers.
Building a preview

When we teach reporting classes, we ban any use of any form of the words "hold" or "host" in the ledes of stories about events.

Lede

While it’s easy to figure out what kind of information you need for an event announcement story, figuring out what goes in the lede
requires some thought. As with any lede, your prime job is to get your audience interested. Ledes like these, adapted from ones
written by students, don’t do that:

BAD: The Chamber of Commerce is hosting the city’s annual Festival of Lights in downtown Kent at 5:30 p.m. on Saturday.

BAD: The Main Street Association will host its second annual Putt Around Downtown event Saturday. Local businesses will
use their locations as putt-putt holes.

BAD: The glee club will held its first concert of the year, "Let's All Sing," starting with an introductory speech at 6:30 p.m.
Thursday in the Morton Auditorium of Massie Hall, located at 1812 N. Macanudo Drive.

Ledes like those have too much of one thing and not enough of another.
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They have too many details. Specific times, for examples, can usually stay out of the first paragraph. Being the “second annual”
event isn’t very noteworthy. Even the titles of events may be out of place in a lede unless your audience is familiar with them.
Other examples of TMI (too much information) in ledes: room numbers, names of sponsors.

They have too little description explaining why readers might be interested. How does the audience know if they’re interested in
the Festival of Lights, when you haven’t told them what that means? The second lede says there will be putt-putt holes, but ... who
can take part? Why would they? (Answer: There are prizes.)

This should begin to sound familiar. We snuck in an event preview story(opens in new window) back in the chapter about summary
ledes. They’re good examples of a key to the summary lede: figuring out the most important “what.”

Don’t just write that an event will happen.
Describe the event in a way that helps readers decide whether they should care. Consider these rewrites:

BETTER: The Christmas season will kick off in downtown Saturday with carolers, horse-drawn carriage rides, Santa’s
arrival and free hot chocolate and cookies.

BETTER: Golfers can putt their way through downtown Saturday as they compete for prizes based on skill, luck or even
creative costumes.

BETTER: The glee club will deliver 90 minutes of traditional folk songs at a free concert Thursday evening.

As those examples show, ledes on event announcements should provide basic “when” and “where” information. The “what” should
be a description of what’s going to happen, crafted with an eye to the news values established at the start of this book.
Second paragraph

You have two goals: Fit in the names of the event and the sponsor, and get in the detail that would be most important to helping
your readers decide if they want to go. In both of the stories we’re looking at now, money is a factor. It could be something else --
how long an event will last, who will benefit, etc.

The annual Festival of Lights, hosted by the Chamber of Commerce, is free for all.

Putt Around Downtown Kent, sponsored by the Main Street Association, is limited to 100 participants with an entrance fee of
$15 per person or $50 for a group of four.

"Let's All Sing" will start at 6:30 p.m. in the Massie Hall auditorium.
Rest of the story
Event announcement stories have a single purpose: to help readers decide if they want to go.

Everything you put in should contribute to that purpose. Skip the predictable quotes from the organizer who hopes it will be a
success. Stick to the W’s listed above, and make sure you get all of them in.

Table 9.1.1 Preview story, deconstructed

https://human.libretexts.org/@go/page/382351


https://libretexts.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://human.libretexts.org/@go/page/382351?pdf
https://human.libretexts.org/Courses/Kent_State_University/Reporting_and_Writing_with_the_Audience_in_Mind/07%3A_Summary_Ledes/7.01%3A_Summary_ledes#Example_.5C(.5CPageIndex.7B4.7D.5C)

LibreTexts"

Words

The CEO of Kent Watersports will preach entrepreneurism at Kent
State's summer commencement ceremonies Saturday.

The university will offer 1,422 degrees -- 908 bachelor's, 427
master's, 67 doctoral degrees and 20 education specialist degrees -
- in the M.A.C. Center.

Robert M. Archer will speaker at the baccalaureate ceremony,
which starts at 9:30 a.m. He graduated from Kent State in 1961
with an MBA.

"I've spoken to a lot of groups before, but this will be by far the
largest," Archer been asked to do a

said. "I've never

Explanation

Few readers would be on the fence about whether to attend the
ceremony. But for those who are, what fact might make up their
minds? The main speaker and the topic are the only variables in
what's a standard annual event.

The second graf fills in the specific "where." Without any other big
factors determining reader interest in attending, the rest of the graf
just provides basic facts.

The next grafs fulfill the promise of the lede with more details.
The quote doesn't repeat what's already been reported or state the
obvious; it adds something.

commencement speech before, and being at Kent will make it
even more interesting."

The ceremony for advanced degrees begins at 1:30 p.m. Dennis
Cuneo, a former senior vice president of Toyota Motor North
America, will speak there.

The story concludes with other basic info.
The words "streamed live" in the last sentence would be a link to

. . . the site.
Both ceremonies will be streamed live.

Think about how you would talk to a friend you're trying to persuade to come with you to a concert. You'd focus on the stuff that
would be most appealing to them. If the concert featured their favorite band, you'd start with that. If they had gone through a tough
week, you might start by describing the concert as a chance to unwind. In either case, you'd start with the most significant factors in
their decision, and you'd leave out entirely minor details.

Now adapt that idea to the challenge of writing a preview story:

Your readers have different interests and different experiences. You can't tailor your story to each individual. Instead, you have to
think in more general terms about the appeal of the event.

Your goal as a journalist is not to persuade, but to inform. When you're pitching a friend, you might leave out or downplay aspects
of the event that would discourage them. As a journalist, your goal is not to get each reader to attend, but rather to help them decide
on their own. You must consider both positive and negative aspects of the event when you prioritize information. For example, if a
local event has a high admission fee, that's as important a fact as if it were free, and needs to be mentioned high in the story.

Speeches and panel discussions

With the preview story done, you’re now ready to cover the event itself. For student reporters, speeches and panel discussions are
common assignments, so let’s start with them. What you need to know:

Who ...

... spoke? (This includes names, titles and, if necessary, descriptions of what they do.)
... made up the audience? (What kind of people? How many?)

... organized or sponsored the event?

What ...

... did the speaker say? (Key points and direct quotes)

When ...

... did the speech take place? (Usually, just the day will do.)

Where ...
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... did the speech take place? (As with the “when,” don’t be too specific. Depending on the location and your audience, just naming
a building or even a city may suffice.)

Why ...

... was this speaker selected? (You may have answered this by describing what the speaker does under the “who” section. But
sometimes there’s more to say. For example, if a campus speaker is an alumnus, that’s worth including; it the person was speaking
after being given an award at the event, that’s important.)

... was this topic selected? (Was this part of a regular series? A larger event? Is it related to something in the news?)
How ...

... did the audience react to the speech? (This may include general reactions, such as cheering, or individual comments afterward.
However, audience reaction is worth including only if it’s interesting. If the audience applauded politely and the comments you
collected were as boring as “I liked it,” don’t waste your audience’s time.)

The list is short and seemingly simple. Don’t be fooled.

Notice what’s missing: None of these questions can be answered with a statement such as “a speech was given.” Yet time and
again, new reporters will start stories about speeches with sentences such as this:

BAD: President Millard Fillmore gave a speech Wednesday.
Why is this bad? Why isn’t “gave a speech ...” a good “what”?

Think about how little a lede like that tells your audience. If the president appeared on campus, the speech was likely arranged in
advance. Remember the first thing you learned: News is anything the audience doesn’t already know.

Or think about it this way: A lede is weak if it could have been written before the event happened.
Would you write this lede on a story the day after an election?
BAD: Someone was elected mayor Tuesday.

Of course you wouldn’t. That wouldn’t tell your audience anything they couldn’t have already figured out. You would want to
specify who won.

Still not convinced? Imagine you missed the last lecture in a class just before an exam. You ask a classmate what you missed. “The
professor talked to the class,” he says. Ah, great. You’re all set for the exam, then, aren’t you?

You want to know more to prepare for the exam? What if your classmate instead said this: “The professor talked about quadratic
equations.”

That doesn’t help much, does it? You don’t just want to know what the professor talked about; you need to know what she said.
Yet, when students are pressed to make their ledes on speech stories more specific, they often fall about on listing topics.
BAD: President Millard Fillmore spoke about patriotism during a speech Wednesday.

Whenever we see one of these “spoke about” ledes, we have the same kind of question: He spoke about patriotism? For or against?

Building a speech story

So far we’ve told you how not to start a story about a speech. Now let’s take a positive approach. (These instructions were adapted
from material prepared by Kent State University professor Mitch McKenney.)

Lede

Write down three answers to the W questions:

Who spoke (the person’s name and a short description)?

‘Who made up the audience? (type of people or type of event)

What did the speaker say (choose one key point)?
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Look at the speaker again, and ask: Is this person familiar to my audience?
With just those questions answered, you’re ready to write the lede on your story.
If the speaker is familiar to your audience, then it’s worth using that person’s name in the lede. The formula:

(Person’s name, possibly with title in front) + teld + (description of audience) + that + (key point).
President James Garfield told a Republican rally that the United States should stay out of the Syrian conflict.

If the person isn’t familiar to your audience, you don’t want to use the name in the lede. That formula:

(Key point), + (speaker’s description) + told + (description of audience).
If you’re considering a career in crisis management, study psychology in college, an industry veteran told students Tuesday
night.

Note the words put in boldface: "told" in both examples; "that" in the first one. USE EXACTLY THOSE WORDS. They work,
they're simple and they help to make you stick to the formula.

Look closer at the three variables:

Key point: You have to choose one. It’s not as simple as picking the first thing the speaker said or the last. Use the news values
you’ve learned to decide which of the speaker’s points will be the most interesting and informative to your audience.

A key point is a statement -- in other words, a sentence. "College is important" is a statement. "The importance of college" is not.

Speaker: Only use a name if it’s already familiar to your audience! Otherwise, use a description that tells your audience why they
should care about what that person says. (Remember what you learned about the purpose of attribution in journalism.) Your
description of the person will provide some indication of their expertise or importance.

Audience: Provide a short description that either makes the story more relevant to your readers (“students,” for example) or

provides context (“a Republican rally”).

Second paragraph

The next paragraph in your story will contain a direct quote from the speaker. Not just any quote, though. It should support the key
point you mentioned in the lede, without sounding repetitious.

President Millard Fillmore told a Republican rally Saturday that the United States should stay out of the Syrian conflict.
“We don’t have any business sticking our noses into Middle Eastern tents,” Trump said Saturday in Columbus, Ohio.
If you didn't use the person's name in the first paragraph, it should appear in the second.

If you’re considering a career in crisis management, study psychology in college, an industry veteran told students Tuesday
night.

“Responding to a crisis is not just about communicating facts; it’s also about understanding emotions,” said Bruce Hennes,
managing partner of Hennes & Associates in Cleveland.

In the first example, the “when” and “where” don’t show up until the second graf. Some instructors and editors wouldn’t approve.
We do.

Third paragraph

Use this paragraph to fill in the details of the W’s. If the speech was part of a larger event, this is the place to explain that.

If you’re considering a career in crisis management, study psychology in college, an industry veteran told students Tuesday
night.

“Responding to a crisis is not just about communicating facts; it’s also about understanding emotions,” said Bruce Hennes,
managing partner of Hennes & Associates in Cleveland.

His speech was the keynote address of the fourth annual Career Expo, sponsored by the School of Journalism and Mass
Communication. About 400 people attended the daylong event in Franklin Hall.
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Rest of the story

Provide other key points the speaker made, illustrating them with direct quotes as needed. You do not have to provide a direct quote
for every point.

You may also need to fill in other information. For example, if the speech was one of a series, your audience would want to know
what comes next. If the audience cheered or booed, you may decide to mention that. Your editor may ask you to include comments
from members of the audience.

Cautions
You’re almost ready to write a speech story. Before you do, though, here are more don’ts:

Mindreading: Writing that a speaker “thinks” or “feels” or “believes,” rather than reporting what he or she said. You cannot read
someone’s mind. Even worse: writing about the audience as if it were a hive mind and you could read it. Don't tell the readers
how the audience felt; show them by describing the reaction.

BAD: The audience, skeptical at first, was won over by the end.
BETTER: Many audience members asked skeptical questions at the beginning, but by the end each statement was met with
applause and even cheers.

BAD: The audience was stunned.
BETTER: All chatter ceased.

BAD: Everyone loved the speech.
BETTER: Deafening applause, cheers and foot-stamping continued for several minutes after the speech.

Tick-tocking: Mentioning key points in the order they were delivered in the speech rather than in order of importance. This is
especially bad if you waste words making that obvious to the reader: “He started by saying ... Then he said ... Later, he added ... He
finished by ...”

Why is the chronological approach usually wrong in a speech story? Because if that’s all the reader wanted, he could get it by
reading a transcript. The extra value you should be adding, as a reporter, is not only to condense the speech but to think about what
the most important messages were, no matter when the speaker got around to speaking them.

Greeting: Speakers typically begin by saying hello and thanking the sponsors for the invitation, and often end with a thank you to
the audience or some formulaic phrase, such as Barack Obama’s “God bless you, and may God bless the United States of
America.”

Don’t test your readers’ patience by including these in your story. They add no information. They're nothing new; they're a dog
biting a man.
Analyzing a speech story

Here's how these principles could be applied. Note that in addition to using the speech story formula, the story structure retains the
basic structure of an inverted paragraph. At several points, it could be ended and still appear complete.

Table 9.1.2 Speech story, deconstructed
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Words

Republicans encourage divisions among Americans to defend
their do-nothing policies, a blunt Texas politician told the
Democratic National Convention Monday.

"They pit one group against the other," said Ann Richards, Texas
state treasurer. "And in our isolation we think government isn't
going to help us, and we're alone in our feelings -- we feel
forgotten."

Delivering the keynote address, Richards omitted the lofty phrases
typical of such occasions. Instead, she drew laughs and cheers
with a procession of stinging one-lines and a gritty attack on Vice
President George Bush and his party.

The GOP throws around the label "special interests," she said, to
argue against any government action.

"They told working mothers it's all their fault that families are
falling apart because they had to go to work to keep their kids in
jeans, tennis shoes and college. And they're wrong," Richards said.
"They told American labor they were trying to ruin free enterprise
by asking for 60 days' notice of plant closings, and that's wrong."

She saved her sharpest lines for Bush, accusing him of
discovering a need to help families with child care and education
only once he became a presidential candidate.

"Poor George, he can't help it," she said. "He was born with a
silver foot in his mouth."

She even zinged the contrast between his East Coast upbringing
and his emphasis on building a business in Texas.

"After listening to George Bush all these years, I figured you
needed to know what a real Texas accent sounds like," Richards
said.

Only a brief section of her speech praised Michael Dukakis, who
will accept the party's nomination for president later this week.

Contests and elections

Explanation

This story is based on events from 1988, when Ann Richards (later
governor) was not well known nationally. The lede starts with a
key point. A description of the speaker and another of the context
are connected with the word "told."

Do you think it's fair and unbiased to describe the speaker as
"blunt"? Read the rest of the story and think about whether the
evidence supports this adjective.

The second paragraph includes a direct quote illustrating, but not
echoing, the key point. It also fully identifies the speaker.

The third graf fills in a detail -- that this was a keynote, or main
speech -- and provides a general summary.

Following the principle of "show, don't tell," the writer doesn't say
the audience loved the speech. Instead, the listeners are described
as laughing and cheering.

Returning the point of the lede, the story fills in more detail.

Another key point is defined and illustrated.

A story about a speech should consist mostly of the speakers
words or paraphrses of what they said.

The last paragraph adds one more point and directs the readers to
what's coming next.

The formula for stories about the results of contests and elections can’t be as rigid as the one for speeches; there are too many

variables. But you can start with a standard set of W’s and general advice about what goes where.

Who ...

... won? (This should include name and descriptive material such as background.)

... lost? (If there were many contestants, you don’t have to name each one, but you should indicate how many there were. If the

decision came down to a final few, all of those who came close should be mentioned.)

... made the decision? (In contests, who were the judges? In elections, how many people voted?)

What ...
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... was won? (What was the title? What was the prize for winning?)
... was the margin of victory?
When ...

... was the decision final? (For most stories, only the day is needed. In tight elections, saying that the outcome wasn’t known for
hours after could be interesting.)

Where ...

. was the contest? (As with speeches, specific locations usually aren’t important. But if this was an election for mayor, you
certainly need to include in the lede what city was involved!)

Why ...

... did the winner win? (In other words, what were the winner’s strengths or the loser’s weaknesses?)

How ...

... was the decision made? (Most elections, of course, are decided by votes. But as we learned in 2016, you can win most of the
votes and still lose the U.S. presidential election.)

Building an election story

Election nights can be nerve-wracking for journalists. The vote count drags on. Deadlines loom. There's pressure to announce a
winner before all the votes are counted. Fortunately, while the outcome is in doubt, reporters can prepare some of the story in
advance.

Lede

Your primary job when you write about the results of a contest: Tell the audience who won.
Whatever else your first paragraph includes, it almost always must include that information.

As with any lede, you have to decide whether to name the “who” or just describe them, based on familiarity to your audience. In
most election stories, the candidates should already be known to the audience because of previous reporting. In many contests,
however, you many instead choose to use a description, such as “a senior journalism major.”

If you do use a description, choose one that adds the most news value to your story. If you write about a literary contest, the
winner’s class year and major may be less interesting than the fact her first language is Chinese, not English.

Many election and contest ledes will add another angle -- something about the event or the outcome that taps into a different news
value. Examples:

Rob Chmura defeated Edward Albee to become president of the Undergraduate Student Government on Tuesday, in an
election that drew less than 5 percent of eligible voters.

A sophomore engineering student, who only entered the Mr. Flash contest because he was bored while waiting for his friends
to join him at Ray’s Place, went home with the title Wednesday.

Next paragraphs

The second graf should support the lede. Unlike the speech story, the second graf of a contest story doesn’t have to be a direct
quote -- but it can be. Like the speech story, if the lede doesn’t name the winner, the second graf should.

By the third paragraph, any other key questions should be answered. That includes the nature of the contest, if it’s not obvious or
familiar to the audience. If the Mr. Flash pageant is relatively new, for example, the campus audience may not be clear about its
purpose or how the decisions are made; those things should be explained high in the story.

Rest of the story

The order of information in the rest of the story depends on news values; at this point, a contest story becomes much the same as
any inverted pyramid. Information you may want to include:
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Comments from the winner and perhaps some losers. If these people have interesting quotes, they may go high in the story. But
if their statements are the same boring things you’ve heard a thousand times, don’t risk losing your audience’s interest. Bury the
quotes at the bottom of the story -- and paraphrase them if they’re very boring.

Details of the contest. The Mr. Flash pageant has five elements -- men’s formal wear, celebrity impersonations, swimwear, talent
and questions. You may want to use highlights of those in your story.

Again, use your news judgment. If a particular element -- say, formal wear -- wasn’t interesting and didn’t contribute significantly
to the results, you don’t need to describe it. Nor do you need to list the elements in the order they were presented on stage. As with
a speech, you get to rearrange them in order of interest. Your job is not to transcribe, but to be selective.

Background of the winner. Even in an election story where the candidates are famous, the winner deserves more than the mention
of her name. Where this goes in the story depends on factors such as how unusual that background is in the context of the event (a
political newcomer’s background is more newsworthy than that of a veteran politician).

Comments from others. The contestants or candidates should be the focus of your story. However, others may have worthwhile,
interesting things to say. Just be sure the comments you use have both those characteristics. A judge’s comments explaining why
someone won may qualify, if they provide detail. A random spectator’s simple statement of pleasure to have seen the contest? No
one cares. Trust us: No one cares.

Other planned events

If something unexpected happens on campus -- say, a fire breaks out in a classroom building -- most students won’t be at the scene,
so they’ll naturally be curious about what happened. They might want every detail, and want to know how it happened step by step.

But when an event is a planned one -- a formal dance, a career expo, a community fair -- your potential audience consists of two
groups: students who were there and know what happened already, and students who chose not to be there and probably don’t care
much about what happened. That explains why you have to think carefully about how you write after-the-event stories. The biggest
concern: Don’t bore the reader.

It is so important that you avoid boring the reader, in fact, that the first question you should ask yourself as you sit down to write is
not one of the 5 W’s but: Is this worth a story at all? The mere fact that a scheduled event happened is not worth a story.

Some of our students say that statement was the top thing they remember from taking a class with us. This pleases us, because it's
an important lesson.

Writing about event previews, we mentioned that we banned the use of "hold" or "host" in ledes. That rule applies even more
vigorously to stories written after an event. Yet when we search the archives of our university's student newspaper, we found story
after story with ledes like these:

BAD: The Student Senate held its last meeting of the semester Wednesday evening.
BAD: The Foreign Students Association hosted a presentation about India and Pakistan on Monday.

There were so many of these that we stopped compiling them after the first 50, and we'd only gone back a few years. And we kept
finding ledes like that showing up on the student media website. (Written, we trust, by students who hadn't yet gotten to our class.)
This is a very common and very dull practice.

How do you do better? Sometimes, you’ll know heading into an event that news will happen: The speaker will have something to
say; a winner will be selected. The details of what the speaker said or the identity of the winner could not have been known in
advance (presumably), so you have something to tell your readers that they don’t already know.

Even with those stories, though, you can’t take reader interest for granted. If there’s a putt-putting contest downtown, not on
campus, and the winner is someone not connected to the university, why would student media readers care who won?

What if you’re covering a sorority raising money for charity by sponsoring a walkathon? There will be no winners; you know
going into the event that you won’t be able to passively observe the event and still come away with a story, as you can with a
speech or a contest.
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Instead, you need a plan. You can take one of these approaches, arranged roughly in order of difficulty. Which approach is best?
That depends on the event and on your reporting. But one thing is key to all of them: Plan your coverage before you go to the
event.

Event story forms

If you just show up and hope magic happens, you'll quickly discover you're no wizard. The best reporters have at least a Plan A and
Plan B for an event -- one type of coverage they expect will work, another they'll fall back on if needed.

Outcome

Was the event a success or a failure? To write this story, you first have to figure out what the measure of that should be. Just asking
an organizer for a general response won’t be enough. Organizers will always say their events are successes.

Nor can you rely on your own gut instincts. We saw a rally for Walter Mondale’s 1984 presidential campaign in Ann Arbor,
Michigan. The crowd looked big (to us) and sounded enthusiastic. Looked like the Democrat was riding high. But Mondale won
only one state and the District of Columbia that year, and he lost Michigan by a 3-2 margin. So much for our gut instinct.

You need some specific measure. Is it a charity event? Then, how much money was raised? The plain figure won’t tell you enough
to make a judgment, either. You should have asked the organizers in advance how much they expected to raise. You should have
checked on how much was raised in previous years, or at similar events hosted by other groups. Even events without monetary
goals can be judged. How many people attended? Is that number higher or lower than in the past?

If you’ve done research in advance, you can write a lede like this:
ACCEPTABLE: A near-record crowd descended on Ravenna this weekend for the 34th Annual Ravenna Balloon-a-Fair.

Telling your readers it was almost a record puts the attendance in context, suggesting the fair was a success. Here’s an example of
what happens when you provide a number but not context:

BAD: More than 150 participants attended the fourth annual Art, Design and Architecture Fair on Sunday in the Student
Center Ballroom.

Because 150 people in one place isn’t an overwhelming number, readers can’t judge whether this is a good thing or a bad thing.
The size of the crowd is there, but without context this lede is no better than saying “The fourth annual Art, Design and
Architecture Fair was held Sunday.”

Depending on using an outcome as the basis of your story only works if there will be a significant, quantifiable outcome.

Reporting opportunity
To write an outcome story, you probably can get the key facts from an event organizer. You may want other interviews to add

depth, but the heart of your article will be one interview. The next category adds a degree of difficulty by forcing you to build the
core of your article on several interviews.

The basic idea: Don’t focus on the event; use the event as an opportunity to interview several people in one place at one time.

You’re covering a career expo. You might be able to write an outcome story based on the number of students attending or the
number of companies exhibiting. What if neither of those is significantly changed? One answer is to decide there’s no story.
Another, though, is to go into the event with a plan that doesn’t depend on the event itself generating news.

Who will be at the expo? Recruiters and students who want to be recruited. What stories might need just those types of sources?
Maybe an advice story: How to get over your fear of job interviews. Ask students what makes them nervous, or what they don’t
understand about interviewing. Ask the recruiters what they look for in interviews, or what they think applicants should know. Ask
both groups for funny or telling stories about interviews that went spectacularly wrong or right.

Often, planned events can be covered much like a speech or panel discussion, following the same kind of lede/second paragraph
formula. For example, you go to Earth Fest, where several organizations have set up booths about their eco-friendly operations. At
one booth, you learn that the local park district wants to partner with student groups on clean-up efforts. The park official tells you
that young people are the key to saving the planet. At another booth, a group is showing ways students can reduce the waste they
produce. Even though this is event is not staged like a panel discussion, you can cover it the same way. You can start with the key

https://human.libretexts.org/@go/page/382351



https://libretexts.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://human.libretexts.org/@go/page/382351?pdf

LibreTexts"

point that young people are important, followed by a quote. A third paragraph will fill in the details of the event. You'll continue
with other things you learned.

Many kinds of events can be reporting opportunities, but you can't just show up and hope an idea pops into your head. Think in
advance about what kinds of stories could be produced using the kinds of people who will be there as sources.
Images

Every year, our college town's downtown becomes one big party on a Saturday around Halloween. Individual bars or restaurants
may have costume contests; groups of students or visitors may have their own informal drinking contests. But that’s not the point.

The whole thing isn’t organized, so any crowd numbers you get will be wild guesses; you can’t make a fair comparison to past
years. You could count the number of arrests -- and some years, that might be newsy -- but a few disorderly conducts more or less
won’t mean much.

Still, it’s a major event filled with wacky sights and sounds. You can make a story based on presenting those sights, sounds (and
even smells), with passages such as this from a student reporter:

Santa Claus in a red onesie strode down Water Street, passing half a dozen individuals wearing Guy Fawkes masks. A
masked clown leaned out a window above Old City Bank, greeting passersby who glanced up toward him.

Image stories have to pass three hurdles.

Quantity: The event has to generate enough interesting items to carry most of the story. “Interesting” here means either out of the
ordinary or unique to a particular event. Santa Claus in a red onesie walking past a bunch of Guy Fawkes impersonators hits on
both counts. “Red and blue balloons bobbed from children’s hands” could apply to any one of a million community events.

Reporting: You have to find these items. You will have to roam the event for a long time, paying close attention to everything
around you, taking notes and names. Passive observing won’t be enough. You’ll want quotes to add to the picture, like this passage,
from the same student:

Tina and Vince Sferra parked on one of the benches on the corner of Erie and South Water Street, taking in the costumed
sights throughout the evening. Vince, 49, a lifelong Kent resident, said he’s been to nearly all the town’s Saturday night
Halloweens.

“All these park benches around here are full of the older generation because we all just sit and observe: dinner and the shows,
so to speak," Tina said.

Vince said Kent’s Halloween isn’t what it used to be.

“Times have changed," he said. "It’s gotten a lot crazier. Kids here can get pretty wild and extreme, but I guess were like that
once.”

Writing: You’ll have to turn your notes into a complete, captivating picture of the event. You’d better have many more items in
your notes than you can fit in your story; image stories require throwing out a lot of dross while selecting the most golden
moments. And you’ll need to be at your most creative, using strong verbs and precise descriptions.

A story based on images takes a lot of time, and it will only work if the event has interesting things to describe. The value for the
readers is mostly in amusement; you're touching on news values such as weirdness or sorrow, anger and the warm fuzzies.

Anecdotes
An anecdote is a very short story. This is about the bare minimum to qualify as an anecdote, again taken from the student’s story:

Members of H20 Church cooked and served up free, fresh and piping-hot pancakes. One bar hopper walking by asked the
group, "You going to give a religious spiel?"

“We don’t give a religious spiel unless you ask for one," an H20 member replied, giving the man a stack.

Something happens. Two people talk to each other, as opposed to talking to the reporter. Some meaning can be read into their
words about the attitudes of the bar hopper and the church folks.

https://human.libretexts.org/@go/page/382351



https://libretexts.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://human.libretexts.org/@go/page/382351?pdf

LibreTexts"

Many anecdotes will be slightly longer and have more detail. A story based on anecdotes requires everything an image story does,
but moreso.

You have to roam and pay attention, but you also have to stop and wait for scenes to develop. You probably won’t be lucky enough
to stumble across enough good scenes, or see them from beginning to end, so you’ll have to do more reporting. When you catch
part of a scene, you’ll interview the participants, and maybe spectators as well, about what happened and why. You’ll interview
others at random to ask if they saw or heard something unusual; then you’ll press them for details and seek verification.

You may get away with one dull sentence of description in a string of images, but one dull anecdote will spread over several
paragraphs and kill audience interest. Writing a string of anecdotes is a rigorous test of your storytelling ability -- what to leave in
and what to leave out, how to set up a punch line.

When done right, image or anecdote stories make the readers feel as if they were standing beside the reporters, taking it all in. But
reporters know the picture they’re painting is impressionistic, not photorealistic. They’re choosing iconic images and rich
anecdotes, like giving readers a two-minute highlight film from a three-hour football game.

That’s why the best of these stories rely on fielding an army of reporters to bring back a mountain of moments. When a major
steelmaker closed in Cleveland, The Plain Dealer sent about a dozen reporters to the plant and the surrounding neighborhood. One
of the moments they came back with was a guy pushing a shopping cart through the mill. The final decision to close the mill had
come down so suddenly that the company wasn’t prepared, and the shopping cart was filled with layoff notices the guy was
distributing. The mill was vast; one reporter could never have covered it all, and might have missed the cart. But with an army,
someone spotted it and found out what was happening, and another reporter verified the background with the company. That single
image -- one not captured on film -- is something many readers still remember.

Anecdotes are more powerful and engaging than mere images, but they're also far harder to obtain. You may need to mix the two to
come up with enough for a story.

Through the eyes

Perhaps you’ve had this experience: You’re showing someone from out of town around your city or campus, and that person oohs
and aahs at objects you take for granted, or pulls you along to museums you haven’t been inside since grade school field trips, or
gushes over a Polish boy sandwich or a deep-dish pizza as if it were an unusual concoction.

To you, your hometown or campus is dull. You’ve seen it all; you’re there every day. But to the eyes of your visitor, everything is
new. Watching their reactions makes you look at your own surroundings in a different way.