REPORTING

ORGANIZING THE STORY

Organize your story with the latest facts and the greatest facts. Use the middle of the story to explain the details. End your story clearly. Try to tell us what might be the next development. Use “stand-ups” (or often called a piece to camera PTC) as a reporter to help bridge together sections of the story. Standups in the middle are effective because they do not look you into a conclusion that might change by the time you get to the editing. Make sure that the anchor in introduction and the beginning of the story report/package are synchronized and not just a repeat of the same material.

TRIANGLE APPROACH

Create a “triangle” listing the three best video shots, the three best sound bites and the three most critical pieces of information that are not contained in the sound or the video. Try to organize the story around making the most of these nine items.

In writing for television it is important to remember who our audience is. A successful story must be tailored to their expectations. Our objective is to inform, sometimes using entertainment to help us do that. If we educate people in the process, all the better. Competence and editorial integrity should never be sacrificed for production techniques. At the same time, there already is a CNN and a BBC. Their formality is not what we want to convey. Their professionalism is. 

Our goal is to get people to pay attention to us instead of them. We can do this by packaging our information in a way the audience finds comfortable. That means everyday, familiar language, lots of expressiveness (without editorializing), creativity and imagination in presentation, and a snappy, fast pace with lots of variety. If you are not excited about writing and delivering a story, the audience can’t be expected to pay attention to it. If you’re board with the story, the audience will be, too.

GET THEIR ATTENTION!

It doesn’t matter what you tell people, how important a story is, how many people it touches, or what the long term effect are—if the audience isn’t paying attention. Our number one job is to get their attention. This is good journalism. No politician, religious leader, author, filmmaker, lawyer, teacher or journalist is effective if they don’t do this. You should write and repot in a way that is structured to hold the audience’s attention and work down from there. This is THE most important task for a good broadcast journalist. There is a sea of information assaulting our audience at all times; radio, multiple TV channels, billboards, newspapers, chattering merchants, adverts. Somehow we must get them to look and listen to us. If we cannot do this, we have failed. Creating a great package that no one watches is a hollow victory at best.

DON’T IMPRESS, INFORM

A remarkable amount of copy is written to make presenting journalists look or sound more impressive, not to make the audience understand the story better. Our goal is to make our viewers pay attention to and understand the story. If we think about what they will understand instead of how we will look or sound, they will understand the information better and we will be producing the highest quality journalism.

MATCH PICTURES AND WORD

We work in a visual world. We either see an anchor or reporter or see what he or she is talking about. We should always insure that what audiences see corresponds to what they hear. We should not, for instance, open a story with written copy linking about a news conference on carpet manufacturing and see farmers growing cotton: we should SEE either the news conference referred to or people making carpets. This might be as easy as merely describing in copy what the audience is seeing: “This is one of the mills outside of Nairobi that employs only women to weave garments. Now the manufacturer says it wants more men employed here.” Don’t presume the audience knows what you know and can make the connection. TELL them!

Keep it simple

Your spouse may understand, your friends at the press club may get it, your old professor may be clued in, but don’t presume the audience is. TELL them. We leave a great deal of simple but essential, important information in the edit room or at our desks because we presume everyone knows what we know, everyone is following the news and has the background. The audience is very bright but it isn’t in the news business; we are. That’s a lucky thing for us. It means they need us to present the news in a comprehensible fashion. We have to collect the condense information and then make sure they will understand it. If we don’t give them the basics we will look arrogant and presumptuous. Worse, we will defeat our goals as journalists of conveying an accurate picture of the world to our audience.

Variety is effective

If you’re board writing or editing a story the same old way, the audience is bored watching the same old presentation. Find another way to grab viewer attention, write the story, or edit it so that it conveys the same information but is snappier or different. Repetition is boring. Variety helps grab attention. We can’t inform people unless we have their attention. There is no magic to this. We are surrogates for our audience, collecting information, packaging it in ways that will get their attention, then delivering it to them so they don’t have to take the time to sift through all of it themselves. It should be information that’s important to them, that they would find interesting, that they might use, or that would amuse them. The focus needs to be on them.

