12 RULES FOR BEGINNING REPORTERS

1. KNOW YOUR ASSIGNMENT – Your editor should tell you the angle to your story, the people who need to be interviewed, the desired length of the story, the deadline, and the publication date. Do background research on your topic if you don’t know much about it, then write out your questions before you meet with your source.

2. INTERVIEW YOUR SOURCES – Introduce yourself as a reporter and arrange a convenient time for an interview. Start at the top and ask the experts: a coach is more qualified than a player to analyze a game.

3. GET DIRECT QUOTES – When you are taking notes during an interview, don’t worry about writing down every word your source says. However, you must get some direct quotes word for word. Get them from important people, or when people say things in a colorful way. Use abbreviations to keep up. Do not be afraid to ask your source to slow down, repeat themselves or rephrase something. If you don’t understand something, ask them to say it another way.

4. ORGANIZE YOUR STORY EFFECTIVELY – While a news story might be organized in the “inverted pyramid” (most important info at the top, info of decreasing importance as the story goes on), a features story will have a creative lead followed by a “nut graph” where the important information is summarized in one convenient paragraph before the narrative goes on. You don’t need a conclusion paragraph but a quote that ties the end back to the beginning is a good idea.

5. TELL THE READERS SOMETHING NEW – Don’t state the obvious in your lead. Dig beyond the surface facts. If your school has a blood drive, opt for something new in your lead, like, “Students donated 1,200 pints of blood in the annual blood drive that ends this week.”

6. USE SHORT PARAGRAPHS – Put only one main point in a paragraph. The average length for a paragraph is 30-40 words.

7. BE CONCISE – Don’t beat around the bush. Get to the point. If you can eliminate any words from a sentence without changing the meaning, do so. For example, he should not “make a decision,” he should “decide.”

8. LEARN TO TAKE GOOD NOTES – Though it can be intimidating at first, listen to your source talking and write down what he or she says. These notes will be your guide when you sit down to write a story, so develop a shorthand and go over your notes soon after you write them.
9. DON’T EDITORIALIZE – Keep your opinions to yourself. To be objective, simply report facts from all sides of a story and let the readers draw their own conclusions. Do not write in the first person. You are not part of the story.

10. ATTRIBUTE EVERYTHING – You attribute direct quotes and paraphrases to a source by using “he said” or “she said.” You need to do the same for questionable facts and all opinions.

11.  EDIT YOUR STORY – When you turn in your story, you are telling your editor that it is complete and ready for publication. There should be no spelling or grammatical errors in it. Double and triple check all facts for accuracy, spelling of names, times, dates, places, etc.

12.  BELIEVE IN YOURSELF – You CAN do the assignment, no matter how tough it appears. Every reporter feels the weight of responsibility. Take it slow and easy. You are not expected to know everything. Never be afraid to ask for help.
