@SGFNews

Guide to Reporting and Writing

Welcome to the craft of journalism, the place where your writing can inform the public and change the world. Even if you’ve never conducted an interview or written a lead before, you can pick up the basics with some practice and diligence. This primer is meant to get you on your way to becoming a journalist.

Story ideas
Good articles all start with good ideas. If you’re having trouble writing or reporting, it’s a good bet that the problem is with the idea.

So where do these jewels come from? 

*Focus on what you care about. Chances are it’s what our readers ​​​– members of the Springfield community – will be interested in as well. 

*Frame the topic as a question. Don’t say, “I want to write about smoking.” That topic has no focus and will lead to a flabby, nebulous story that has no point. A question leads to a path of inquiry: “How well is the current smoking ordinance working?”

*Make sure you have a reason for doing the story now. Some so-called “news” stories have no news in them. If you do a story about Springfield’s smoking ordinance, the question from the reader becomes, “Why are you telling me this now?” In this case, proposed revisions to the law provide a reason for writing about the issue now.

*Go into the story with an open mind. Most stories start out with tips or hunches, but the final version rarely comes out as originally envisioned. Let your reporting guide your story. Be sure your stories reflect the nuance and balance of multiple viewpoints and perspectives. The goal is truth.

Ethical warning: Do not take on any news stories in which you have a vested interest. If you are a member of the Sertoma Club, you should not be writing a news story about the group. Though you may feel as though you can distance yourself from the group for purposes of writing the post, the possibility of a conflict still exists. Journalists depend on their credibility, and writing stories with potential conflicts is an excellent way to erode that goodwill.
Reporting
Once you’ve honed your story question, where do you go for sources? Use a mix of official sources (from government institutions), experts (from universities, nonprofit organizations, and policy groups), and citizens (people affected by the issue). Also, track down as many original documents related to your story/post as possible.
The more information you have, the more authoritative your story will be.

When trying to figure out whom to talk with, think about what agency is responsible for the issue. When in doubt, contact the city’s public information office. With any story, make sure to represent all viewpoints. In the case of smoking, make sure you talk to smokers and nonsmokers. Maybe there are nonsmokers who don’t object at all to smoking; make sure they appear in your story. 

Some reporting strategies:

*Identify yourself. Always identify yourself as a writer working on a piece for SGFNews.  Once you’ve done this, anything anyone tells you is “on the record” for purposes of the story.

Also, “off the record” is an agreement; it’s not something a source declares unilaterally. If you’ve been taking notes during an interview, a source can’t suddenly demand that everything is “off the record” that you’ve discussed. Legally, you are well within your rights to use the information.

*Get quotes in your notebook. Direct quotes must be accurate and taken down verbatim. These are the lifeblood of your stories and add authority to your pieces. In most cases, it’s best to record the interview. Make sure you ask first.
*Be polite. The in-your-face tactics of the tabloid reporters make for flashy video, but they do nothing to help you get the story. Being firm but polite is a much better tactic for dealing with sources.

*Be persistent. Don’t give up after a single phone call. If you’re on deadline, leave a message saying as much. Also, informing a key source that you’ll have to run the story without any comment from them goes a long way to inspiring a call back.

*Be fair. Go the extra mile to prove your assumptions wrong. Think about sources who might disagree with your conclusions and interview them. The more sources you have, the stronger your story will be. 

*Empathize. Try to understand your sources and their perspectives – even those you wholeheartedly disagree with. Put yourself in their shoes, and let that guide your reporting.
Writing
You’ve honed your story idea. You’ve talked to all your sources. How do you start writing?

News stories should be straightforward and objective. Avoid the first person (I). Don’t allow your opinion to seep into the writing. Avoid words laced with connotation (claimed, opined, etc.) Lay out the facts you’ve found, and let the reader be the judge.

In our parking story, the reader should have no idea how you feel about it. You should show ALL perspectives, even those you may not personally agree with. 

*The lead should grab—but not mislead—the reader. The lead is the first paragraph of your story. It shouldn’t be longer than 20-30 words. 

*Get to the point. Within the first five paragraphs, the reader should know what your story is about. People read a newspaper to get news and be entertained. Don’t wax eloquently for 300 words before you get to the point. 

*The first five paragraphs should have four elements: News, Impact, Context and Human Dimension. 

· News goes back to the original story idea: Why are you telling me this now? Your news peg should be high in the story. 

· Impact is perhaps the most important: Why should I care? What impact does this have on me, the reader? It often comes in the form of money (taxes are going up; restaurant prices are rising; the minimum wage is being increased).  

· Context explains how the whole story fits into the big picture. If you’re writing about the city budget, how does it compare with previous years? Is this the first year the city has had financial problems? It helps readers sort out how big a deal the news is. 

· Human Dimension introduces a person the reader can connect with to understand the issues introduced by the story. 

*Balance conflicting viewpoints. If you’re writing about a controversial topic, make sure to include an equal number of perspectives for each side if at all possible. And put opposing viewpoints as close together as possible; don’t let one perspective ramble on for five paragraphs before you present a counterpoint.

*Write in the active voice. For the most part, stick with noun-verb-object constructions, with the nouns doing the action. Say “Francis hit the ball,” not “The ball was hit by Francis.” Avoid “be” verbs and “there are” constructions. 

*Don’t overdo adjectives or adverbs. Often, a precise noun or verb conveys the meaning more crisply. Instead of “The wine provided the perfect complement to the steak,” say “The wine complemented the steak.”

