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Chapter 4

Writing in the Media Environment

Lesson #4: Mass-media writers have a tremendous impact on the shape and direction of the community...They establish a bond between the individual members of the society….”

Journalists must always consider the needs and expectations of their audience (“Why would someone want to read/watch this?”).

· People consume information in many settings utilizing many different devices and media.  These considerations make a difference in:

· the writing structure used

· the amount & kind of info presented

· the way in which the info is transmitted

· The News Culture:

· information is at the core of what media professionals do

· accurate info determines how good a writer is

· present information efficiently

· be committed to honest, fairness & ethical standards

1. ACCURACY

· the overriding goal is accuracy; if reports are wrong the journalist will lose trust …and readers

· make every effort to clear up discrepancies

· misspelling a name will offend someone more than any other mistake

· quote people accurately

· check facts against multiple sources (even though that may create more work)

· do the math; make sure official numbers add up 

2. VERIFICATION & ATTRIBUTION

· Verification – the process of making sure that info is correct
· Attribution – telling readers where the info came from; this establishes the reporter’s credibility & allows readers to judge the credibility of the source
· Transparency – revealing the info and how it was acquired
· Facts – verifiable pieces of info that can be looked up or checked
· Opinions – statements of belief that are not necessarily verifiable
· Generally news stories use short paragraphs (3 sentences or less; fewer than 100 words) because they are easiest for the audience to digest.
3. CLARITY, COHERENCE & CONTEXT

· Clarity – ordering info so it is logical, consistent & supportive of the story’s theme

· Coherence – a clear piece of writing draws the reader into the logic & thinking of the writer

· Context – include enough info to give the reader an understanding, but not so much info that it confuses the reader
4. DEADLINES:

· learn to write quickly

· deadlines are audience driven

5. competition means news organizations want to report the news first; they want to scoop their competitors
6. ELEMENTS OF NEWS:

· The separation of events into “news” or “not news” categories is a function of news values including:

· Impact – events that change people’s lives

· Timeliness – how long ago an event happened

· Prominence – movie stars, politicians, advocate of social causes & other prominent people makes news even if they do trivial things because people are interested in what they are doing

· Proximity – events that occur close to home…we care more about events that happen around us

· Conflict – events involving disagreements, fights, arguments, drama, competing forces or opponents

· Bizarre or Unusual – rare events

· Currency – issues that have current interest

7. REPORTING:

     two basic types of stories

· events – trials, meetings, press conferences, games, speeches, or other scheduled activities announced in advance

· ideas – stem from conversations, press releases, or other news stories

· beats – some media outlets have reporters cover certain types of stories on a regular basis (law enforcement…court…education…city hall…school board…local business, etc.)

· general assignment reporters – those who are not assigned to regular beats [NITB:] stories based on a reporter’s own suggestions are called enterprise stories
SOURCES OF INFO FOR JOURNALISTS:

1. Observation – an instinct reporters develop about what to watch for. Sometimes such observation results in a person looking “bad” but the reporter shouldn’t worry about those considerations.  You are there to report for the public, not to provide what the news source wants.

2. People – most information comes from talking to, or interviewing, people

· clearly identify yourself as a reporter

· people have a right to decline being interviewed

· use quotation marks to express the exact words used by a source

· paraphrase a source by restating their thoughts into other words

· prepare for interviews by researching the topic

· prepare a list of questions but be ready to pursue other lines of questioning if the interviewee provides unexpected information 

     Types of interview questions:

1. Closed – require short, one-word answers (“did you kill your wife?”)

2. Open – allow subjects to give as lengthy an answer as they wish (“do you think this law goes far enough to protect citizens?”)

3. Hypothetical – suggest a scenario that the subject can respond to (“if we had a tornado here, would officials be prepared to deal with it?”)

4. Agree/Disagree – make a statement and get the subject’s reaction (“the city is considering a ban on motorcycles; do you think that’s right or wrong?”)

5. Probes – questions that follow up on something said by the subject (“would you explain what you mean by that?”); the point is to get the person to elaborate on a previous statement

6. Personal – deal with the subject’s personal life (“as someone whose child was killed in the crash, what punishment do you think should be given to the driver?”); be careful because these can be very touchy!

3. Records – public information compiled by government agencies, universities

     or private entities that is readily available, often in online databases.  Reporters

     should generally be skeptical of such information and endeavor to check it for

     accuracy against other sources.

     Problems with stored information:

· some of it is simply wrong

· it may be incomplete or miscategorized

· it may be out of date

· it may be easy to misinterpret because it lacks context

· apples v. oranges

Freedom of Information Act – requires that federal agencies respond to requests for information; it is not, however, a guarantee that the information will be supplied.

Some states have similar open record laws (sometimes called sunshine laws).

· Dishonesty – the deadliest sin of journalism can take 3 forms:

· falsification – making up info that is untrue or presenting info in such a manner that the audience will draw the wrong conclusion
· plagiarism – using the words & ideas of others without giving appropriate credit
· misrepresentation – when a media professional appears to be something that he or she isn’t
CONVERGENCE IN THE MEDIA ENVIRONMENT

· Journalists must be able to:

· write

· shoot photos

· edit audio & video

· write basic HTML

· understand content management systems
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